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"Letters to the Dead" is dedicated to the loving memory of Ingo Schwichtenberg. 


Letters to the Dead 
Prologue: Oneiros 


"Was der tod bringt führt zum Leben." 


‘Ingo, | don't want fo do this. [have fo. You're not welll Ah, God, do you think | want you out?" 


Ingo Schwichtenberg faced Michael Weikath, tears streaming from his eyes. Each tear from his eyes burned and he 
wondered, as he stared at his band-mate, if his own felt the same way. Both men wept, sobbing through words 
neither of them wanted To say. 


"Wek; please. Dear God, please dont do this Im trying so hard, so hard. | swear | am! Is.. This is my life. This is 


everything fo me!" hgo's quiet wailing sent shivers down Weikath's spine. 


"And that's whats in my hands! The touring shit would kill you, don't you see that? | couldn't dream of.of one of 
us dead because of something stupid You know what touring is Ike! The strains just too much for you right now 
and - " The tall guitarist held a strange device in his hands. It looked like a telephone, a U-bahn and a pistol had 
somehow fused together, a barrel aimed at both Ingo and Weikath in deadly promise. 

One thing was crystal clear: If he pulled the trigger, both men would be hit. Both would go down, 


"But. You dont believe me, do you? You don't believe how hard Im trying, do you? „Out of sight. Out of mind It 
wouldn't do for business, right? Is that it?" The drummers red Paiste shirt clung to his front, soaked as it was with 
his endless tears. Hs big, curly hair was flattening against his head - the sweat of fear? No. It was the very 
shattering of his heart causing him fo sweat and cry and wail inside. 


"You heard the diagnosis | know youre trying, | know. And Im trying to help you in the only way | know I can! 
Were.. Were falling apart. That shit with Noise got us hard. It took the knees right from under us, and don’t say 
you didnt know it We all did! We all heard it. None of us could play for so long. Now.. and now." Weiki trailed off, 
his hands trembling like leaves in a hurricane. h all honesty, he wanted to drop that thing, take Ingo by the arm and 
run away. Far away. To a place where he could find Ingo real help, get him well and then get them all back to that 
golden place where nothing could harm them. 


But he couldn't He was here, aiming that psychotic gun at his band-mate - band-brother, his mind corrected - 
trying to destroy not Ihgo, but something else entirely. He watched his true target, a great black miasma shift and 
writhe across Ingo's shoulders. It was as if this disgusting thing, this mass of pure dark knew what it had in its grasp. 
And the guitarist could almost hear the thing gloating at him. 

‘Ingo, Im sorry. God, Im so sorry." 


The gun went off. 


h an instant, Weiki dropped the hideous thing and watched as identical plumes of red bloomed forth to decorate 
both men's chests, right above their own hearts. Trembling took Weikath as he sank to his knees. Wordlessly, he 
watched Ingo Schwichtenberg lower his head, turn around and walk away fo vanish into thin air, dissolving Ike a 


morning mist. 


‘Ingo.." Hs pained whisper was heard by nothing It didn’t matter fo him that his surroundings melted off lke candle 
wax, from a studio room to a silent train station He didnt feel the rails that he now sat on. Hs world shrank down 
fo nearly nothing as he felt a new weight in his arms. Icy, tear-reddened eyes peered downward - and he 
immediately wished he hadn't. 

Lying in his arms, with big hair matted and blood-stained and wearing an equally bloodied Helloween tee shirt, was a 
very dead Ingo Schwichtenberg 


Michael Weikath screamed himself awake, howling in an empty house where only the walls and the dark of the 
right could hear him. 


~ ew 
Something wasn't right. Cosmically, something was wrong. Terribly wrong. The hooded figure stared into a 
scrying pool. In an odd sequence, he watched time-lines fray. They were all wrong - and Helloween was the 
crux of it all. It had begun with that drummer, spiralling out with seemingly inconsequential happenings. Well. On 
a cosmic scale, they were inconsequential. Together, it was something else entirely. 

A child survived an earthquake only to die as an adult, without ever knowing Helloween's name. 


A fan from Donnington didn't hear back from a fan letter he had sent. 


One by one, each man that had called himself part of Helloween slowly unravelled. And with them, those they 


had touched came undone. 


| Remember a Life... 


Letters fo the Dead 
Chapter |: | Remember a Life.. 


"Do | remember a life? 

lh the dark age of time? 

| hear it call in my dreams 
Maybe | was not alone? 

Maybe | called friends my own? 
Together hearts full of love 

Do | remember a life?" 


--Michael Kiske; Do / Remember a Life 


The time lines were wrong. He watched these fractured paths form, re-form and shatter all over again. 
Others joined him, murmuring to each other as they surrounded the massive scrying pool. Each figure was as 
hooded, as concealed as the first, though emotions showed through in whispering sighs or subdued hand 
gestures. 

Each took a time line and watched it reach its own inevitable conclusion 


One watched Time Line Earth C-148. / was a gentler time line, depicting the city of Hamburg going about its day 
as any city does. A young butcher's apprentice was learning his trade. One completed a four in the army. A third 
fook up drumming in his schooling years but it never went any further than that and a fourth ended up as an 
office clerk It seemed a peaceful time line, in a world where Helloween never formed at all The name never 
crossed anyone's mind. Albums were never written. Gigs were never booked and sweeping world fours never 
happened. 

h the time of Earth C-I48, no one was hit by a train in desperate need for peace - no demons danced in his head. 


But so too, did no one’s lives shine out and hear any echo of new music. 


A second took an eye to Time Line Earth A-38. Unlike her companion, this one took a darker turn Helloween had 
formed, had reached its first glory. Keeper Il remained a best-seller, sweeping the globe with its melodic power and 
haunting riffs. But as the Chameleon Era hit, this world spiralled out of control 

Ingo had jumped. Months later, Helloween officially disbanded Markus Grosskopf took up the butcher's fools again, 
not quite the cheerful food lover he used fo be. Michael Kiske tried to sing but found his voice struggling. Roland 
had gone back to his mechanics and moved away, somewhere fo Slovakia Kai Hansen kept going with Gamma Ray 
somehow, holding onto his new band-mates for dear life. 


Michael Weikath had taken it the hardest. For a while, he tried a solo career but it never went anywhere. He never 
knew he was being watched as his flat went from neat, clean yet humble to a smoke-filled, ashen place. A 
welcoming flat had become a prison, flooded with ashes, dust and shattered drum sticks. 


Contact between six band-mates dwindled to nothing, until close friends were no more than strangers. lime itself 
cared nothing for the butcher that accidentally fell upon his own blade. Fate didnt look twice when a struggling 
singer drank himself fo death, or when a mechanic met his end crushed beneath a falling engine block 

And on an unseasonably cold day in March, a light snow fell as Michael Weikath walked his way fo a grave site to 
le down in the snow beside it. He stayed there, never minding that his tears had eventually frozen to his face or 
that his hands had gone blue. On that day, it was only a murmur in the news about a guitarist who had been found 
frozen to death in nothing but black jeans, a black shirt and coat and one frozen hand cracked, bloody against a 


stone engraved with a drummer's name. 
vs 


At the scrying pool, the first who had begun watching zeroed in on another time line, one that seemed to show 


promise. His companions continued to watch their respective lines of history until their inevitable ends. 

"This is wrong," rumbled one. 

"Indeed. It must be made right," replied the second. 

"The mending will begin here," the First among them gestured. To a human ear, the voices of these individuals 
could be likened to the sound of a thousand monastic voices chanting all at once, if ever the human ear could 
hear them speak. The First swept away the other time lines and focussed on another, one Earth H-29. 

It depicted a Helloween that had survived its worst tragedy, but left one of them with a permanent wound no 
one could see. The First bade his companions to watch as out of the crowds, a fan had begun to draw himself 
out. 

"How?" asked the watcher of Earth A-38. 

"Subtlety. An oneironaut is in their midst" 

"A Walker of Dreams?" 


"Yes. A Walker of Dreams equal to the Technophile so wounded," the First replied. 


"Will he complete it?" the watcher of Earth C-l48 wondered. 


"Not that way. The shell is completed, yes, but the Technophile's music companions do not know. Neither do 
they hear his pain The Walker can" 


The scrying pool before the watchers rippled Above them, the endless expanse of skies filled with stars, 
nebulae and galaxies no one saw bore witness. It was a small change, a quiet thing; a thing that even a shinobi's 


touch could not reach. 


~ Ke 


"Weiki, you ready to go?" Andi Deris frowned. The God-Given Right World Tour had completed its American leg. 
The final gig had wound down hours ago and, away from the prying eyes of fans, the singer observed his 
friend of twenty years. Bluntly put, Weikath looked like death warmed over. The tall German was visibly 
exhausted, his already narrow, sharp-boned face made hollow by the dark rings around his eyes. None of them 
had gotten as much sleep as they perhaps should have, sure, but the usual rigours of touring shouldn't have 


had this skinny ball of steel ready to simply fall over. 


"lim fine," came a half-distracted response. He was in no mood to talk, no mood to peer at the muddling of 
passers-by at the airport terminal. He wasn't in the mood to stay awake, but he wasn't sure he wanted to 


sleep either, much as he might need it. 


Nothing more was said as the journey home took Helloween away for some much-needed down time. Nothing 
more was heard as Andi and Weiki went their separate ways once landfall in Tenerife was made. Markus, 
Sascha and Dani had all made it to Germany, chattering to each other over phone lines and e-mails. It wasn't 
long before Andi joined in the communication. On the whole, everything seemed fine - sun, friends, good 
weather, great food and jokes. 

None of them spoke openly of Weikath's conspicuous absence. 


Dream Dive One 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 2: Dream Dive One 


"And there you are, they say youre ice 

Showman, your heart was broken twice 

And here am | listen to all you've said 

When in the night, | write a letter to the dead" 

--(riginal Lyrics, A Letter fo the Dead, written March b, 2015) 


There was a rumour going around in Hamburg. It had started off in small, hushed whispers in the night about 
a vandal prowling the grounds of Waldfriedholf. It had been fuelled by the latest tour of one of Hamburg's 
hometown legends as Helloween travelled around the world. Tonight, someone listened as he sat in a quiet 
corner of a pub. Odd as he may have been, no one paid any mind to this guy who sat in the dim lighting with a 
cup of coffee stronger than anyone had ever heard of. 

And more than a few steered clear of him anyway once the flash of a long white cane reflected the ambient 
light. 

He wasn't known around town too well beyond the uncommon sight of a guide cane and the most unusual thing: 
No one had ever seen his face. For whatever reason (and speculations occasionally roamed), this short little 
twig of a guy kept his face wrapped in a shroud. Horrible disfigurement? Some kind of religious thing? No one 
could tell and none would ask. All anyone knew was that he walked with that cane and wore a black band with a 
single broad, pumpkin-orange stripe around his lower left arm. He left them alone and they left him alone. It 


was fine with him; it gave him the chance to listen to people talk, to let their guard down a bit. 
"heard that guy got another gravestone," someone said. 
"Oh, shit. The calendar, Joachim!" his companion hissed. 


"Hell," came Joachim's reply. The fellow called Joachim looked up as an older man stopped amid passing him by. 


This elder looked old; thinning white hair that still tried to curl. 


"What is wrong?" the elder's voice came out like a husky creak, as if his very throat was made with the dust 


of the dead. 
"Must be new to Hamburg. You heard of Helloween, ah, Herr..?" 
"Heinz. | am Heinz. And..yes. A bit young for me," he chortled. 


"Right, well.Something awful happened and one of ‘em died. And it's kind of a known secret here, so you did not 


hear it from me; the one that died? A mate of his visits his grave every year but he can't this time," 
Joachim frowned, running a slightly nervous hand across his shaven head. He'd been a fan for years, but it 


never got any easier speaking of the Pumpkins’ darkest time. 
"Mmm. And there is a vandal about?" 
"Ja. f he got the grave of the one that died.. | suspect Hell will break loose." 


It was amazing what the blind could do to slip out unnoticed. With all those eyes that worked around him, he 
hadn't been sure he'd get out without at least feeling one weird stare at his back. Still, with the practised ease 
only those born without sight could master, he was out and into the night. 


~ Ke 


Waldfriedholf was dark, not that he would have known nor cared. The gates quietly slipped open under his hand, 
then closed behind him. The way to his destination was already burned into his mind - he even tried getting 
there without the guide of his cane for the hell of it. He managed, albeit at half his normal pace. Oh yes, best 
with the cane. Still, it was of mild interest to him that he now knew he could make it here without the damn 


thing. 
Forward twice. Turn right. 


The simple directive was all he needed. Now, in the dark, he sat on his knees before a familiar stone - a flat, 
smooth thing around its square cut edges. He knew it by that and the plant life elegantly framing around it, 
seeming crowned with small gifts of pumpkins and a wind chime. He knew it well and yet he couldn't bring 
himself to trail his left hand across the length of that stone to read the name carved thereon. 


He couldn't simply reach out and read Ingo Schwichtenberg's name. 


The thought fled as tears silently filled his useless eyes. He always wept here, even as he came here each 
night to meditate. Pray. Work magick. Think. Wish. He gave it all of those names as he pulled from the pocket of 
his dark blue hakama a neatly folded message bound in a black silk ribbon. 

This wasn't the first and it wouldn't be the last time he did this. 


This was the first time however, his meditation took a different turn. 
~ ew 


There it was again. The train. The tracks. I all swam before him, from that horrific gun all the way up to now. 
Weki sat on the rails, clutching the body of Ingo Schwichtenberg and cried into his big, blood-matted hair 
Occasionally, a hand tenderly stroked a stray lock back from the pale, frozen face. He knew what was behind him 
and he didn't care - it could lash the skin off of his back all it wanted to. Here, there was no escape trom the 
dark. From the pain From twenty years of burying it all down inside a quiet restraint and his ubiquitous black coat 
Let them all call him cold Let them call him a damned block of ice. Part of him wanted to become ice, numbed to 
what he now felt. Deaf to what he heard from behind him. 


"You killed him," the words came. They came lke they always did, hissed from the mouth of the formed yet 
formless thing. It had a sick facsimile of the voices Weikath knew and loved, changing with each scathing line it 


delivered And with its verbal taunts, a lash came down across his shoulders. 
"| didn't mean fo." 
"| died because of you. | lived for you," It sounded Ingo's voice out. 


‘Damn you! You heartless bastard! Damn you, damn youl Its your fault! | hate you so fucking much. How dare 


you. How dare youl " screeched an echo of Kais voice. 


‘lm sorry. Im so sorry. | didn’t know what else to do.." The guitarists voice cracked, echoing with the effort of just 
getting the words out. 


İt was this that the blind one first heard By sound alone, he found the space large enough to orient himself in, but 
he tripped on the rails more than twice as he followed the sound of Wekath’s weeping voice. He flinched, hearing 
the sound of something like a whip crack 

Twisted irony that it was, the blind one never saw the face belonging to the one that wielded the whip. He never 
saw the twisted, angry mockery of Michael Weikath's own reflection He never would see the guitarists desperate 


look turn to contusion 


"Why are you hitting him?" The question came out of a soft-spoken voice that bore a faintly British accent 
lightened by a tinge of something else. Canadian? Possibly. American? Hard fo fell He expected the whp-wielder to 
respond with its ever-shifting voice. He got one from the shattered man seated on the rails 


"L 1 kiled him. | couldnt save him." 


At Waldfriedholf, he was shocked out of his own meditation before he could think of allowing it to continue. It 
was, unfortunately, time to go before someone got the wrong idea anyway. Just like at the pub, he rose and 
left Waldfriedholf without a sound, not that there was anyone to hear him depart. The only sign anyone had 


been here lay as a folded letter at the foot of a legendary drummer's grave. 
we 


"Ingo! Ah, God." Another night and Weikath screamed himself awake. He was home, in Tenerife, in the warmth. 
Where no cold, no snow came to chill him. He was thousands of kilometres away from Hamburg, away 
from..there. He hadn't been able to visit this year. He'd missed this year. He rose shakily from his bed, dressed 
in a worn tee shirt and a pair of almost-ragged sweat pants. The dreams had robbed him of yet another night 
of sleep. 

The fact that it was well before sunrise didn't seem to matter as he walked into his studio room, locked the 


door and picked up his guitar. 


Amps hooked up and soundproof foam wall coverings in place, the guitarist shredded like he hadn't shredded in 
years. He played as fast as his fingers could go, daring his own instrument to drown out the horrific sound of 


his own voice screaming to no one. 
we 


Andi hung up the phone, disconnecting him from Markus. Weiki was always late - perennially, permanently late, 
that man was! - but this was unlike even him. And despite the tobacco, the man rarely ever got sick. He rolled 
Markus' words in his head as the singer moved to fetch a coffee. Maybe it was the stress of the new world 

tour, light as it was compared to times past. Then again, he did know of those ‘other’ things. 


"Weiki, do you do that to yourself?" he wondered aloud. Mentally, Andi kicked himself - he had known the boys 
for twenty years. Weiki wasn't one to voice his own demons, preferring quiet action What was that thing the 
Brits always said? "Keep calm and carry on"? Yeah, that was it. Usually, itd be sound wisdom, but in Weiki's 
case, Andi began to wonder. 


Did he carry on, or did he simply bury twenty years of hell inside himself? 


Hello, Darkness 


Letters fo the Dead 
Chapter 3: Hello, Darkness 


"There is no such thing as any too much sleep, for when we sleep, we de." 


--Harold Lowe; Titanic Inquiry, Day 5, 1912 


He was late. Too late. Weiki found himself staring at Andi with a hollowness in his ice-blue eyes. Andi's own 
glared back, giving the Weiki Glare a run for its money. Neither of them seemed aware of their surroundings 
beyond the fact that instead of meeting at their local haunt, Andi had demanded the tall guitarist to come to 


his home. 


"Sit down. We need to talk," Andi's voice was low and had a curious rumble within that for once, Weikath didn't 
dare to speak against. Or he was simply too exhausted to fight it. 


"There's nothing to say," was his tired response. Andi watched as Weiki didn't exactly sit in the chair opposite 


the singer - More accurately, the man practically fell into it. 
"Yes there is. What's wrong with you? You're never this wasted, even after our harshest runs!" The vocalist 
eyed his band-mate and friend, taking in the gaunt face. Already thin as a rail, the hollowness in his cheekbones 


and the dark rings under his eyes made him look emaciated. Like something was starving him from the inside 


out. 

"I told you. I'm fine. It's just.” 

"Just nothing! You missed today. | know you're fucking perennially late but this is too much, even for you. Even 
Markus and the others noticed | get Markus noticing; he's been with everything since day one like you've been 
But to go and make Sascha notice? And Dani? They called me earlier, asking what you were sick with.’ 

‘lm not sick. | told you. I'm fine. | just need a break like the rest of you.’ 

Andi watched his tall companion. For a man of fifty-three, he looked old. Too old. The two men locked eyes in 
the moment of silence; neither one backing down. It seemed a stalemate until Weiki abruptly stood and walked 
coldly to the door. 


"| said l'm fine." 


"But you're not." Andi was at his side in a flash, a hand on Weikath's arm. 


"| don't need to be interrogated, damn it!" 


"Michael Ingo Joachim Weikath - " Andi's words were cut off. In a single explosive movement, Weiki's fist swept 
across Andis face with enough force to drive the singer to his knees. Blood marred his lip to form a slow 


river down his chin. 


"Don't ever call me that," Weiki hissed. The door slammed shut as the guitarist swept out of the house. Andi 
had known better than to call the man by his full name - that name. It was the name he couldn't stand 
hearing for the last twenty years and nothing had changed. 


His walk home was a blur, a half-remembered thing. Locking his door, Weiki retreated into his sound room. 
Behind the guitar racks, he slithered through a door only he knew was there. Down the narrow steps, and into 
a lower room that had once been a storm cellar. Or bunker. Or something from the previous owner. He didn't 
care what the room had once been. It was his room now, the one place in the world only he knew about. It was 
the one little slice of this living world where he could have the hope of making something right that had once 


gone so terribly wrong. 


The north wall flickered with a few candles, whose light cast a sombre glow against the poster on that wall. 
Depicted upon it, in fading colours slightly marred by years of candle smoke, Ingo Schwichtenberg was frozen in 
time, smiling happily down at him as if nothing had afflicted him. As if the train had never run its course. As 
if Chameleon had never been released. 

The walls otherwise were bare of decoration, instead bearing tools from the most mundane of wrenches to 
stranger things Weiki had cobbled together. On a table, lay a pile of books and scientific theses, written by the 
greatest minds of science. Theoretical physics. Astronomy. Quantum studies. And, strangely, a mix of astrology 


and the more esoteric discussions on magic. 


It was the thing that dominated this room that Weiki made a beeline for. It sat on a larger desk and looked like 
something utterly mad. Something incongruous to the musician himself. It resembled a set of classic shackles: 
Silvery chains attached to an almost iridescent metallic collar. The shackles themselves were deceptively thin 
and, were it not for the chains which connected them, one might mistake them for a set of unusual bracelets; 
jewellery one might attribute to a steampunk mystic. Or some science-fiction nuttery as that. 

Weiki peered over the latest stack of notes beside the contraption. Right. That was where he'd left off - the 


Voice activation. Fingers danced across the length of the collar piece, brushing over unobtrusive little buttons. 
"This is the end.of a tale that wasn't right..." 


Lyrics and melody came out in haunting tones from a man who only sang backup on stage. Attaching the 
device to himself, Weikath sang solo this time and lost himself in the sound. This wasn't the first test of his 
device, so he was prepared for the force of it throwing him down as it activated. The guitarist landed safely 
on a pile of pillows and cushions he'd put in this spot for just that reason. 

He felt the rush and pull. His body went limp while his mind raced to somewhere else entirely. 


Somewhere else. Some-when else. 


v% 


Andi never called for a Versammlung In the rare times it had happened, Weiki had always been the one to call 
it down, gathering them all together. He had always been the one to course through whatever storm had come 
their way - the pain of having to let someone go, or whether to scrap a project. Or to deal with whatever any 
one of them might be facing. 

Dari and Sascha sat beside one another, each recalling how a Versammlung had helped each of them find their 
true places here. 

Dani thought back to his ‘audition’ after the fallout with Rexx. How he'd been so nervous, unsure if he should 
have even touched that kit he had sat behind. It had belonged to Ingo, after all, and to touch it seemed like 
sacrilege. Still, he had been urged to play. He had considered protesting, considered asking if there was another 
kit he could try on. But no, they had urged him on and he had played. Dani frowned to himself as he quietly 
thought back. He thought back to when he'd found out just why he had been chosen, overhearing Weiki and 


Markus. The words still rang in his head as loudly as one of his Crash cymbals. 
‘He sounds almost just like.. Just like Ingo..." 
The drummer was snapped back to the present as Andi began to speak. 


“Something's wrong with Weiki," he began. There was no preamble; no need for one. They had all seen it after 


the show in Hollywood. 


"We know. | saw him looking like he hadn't slept for a while backstage," Sascha responded; his own voice low and 


a little unsure. 
"He still looks like shit," Andi answered. 
"We are getting a little older," Markus reasoned - Weiki was the eldest of them all. 


"But we're not geriatric," Dani chimed. He frowned, soon finding Andi's eyes on him. The drummer gulped, finding 


his palms suddenly slick with sweat. Maybe he shouldn't have spoken up - was it his place to? 

"What're you thinking?" Markus gently encouraged. The bassist had some ideas, but held back. 

"Hollywood. Look, | don't know if it's my place or not but, um.. | heard a rumour up in Hamburg. A few things, 
actually, and.. Andi, what the hell happened to your face?" Dani stared at the vocalist's lip, once bloodied, now 
merely swelled The singer had a fat lip. 


"Oh. Yeah. | kind of.." Andi looked at his feet and Markus frowned. 


"You called him that. Didn't you?" 


"Ja. | did.. | couldn't get through his thick fucking skull." 

The others said nothing - Markus had taught the two younger members about The Rule. Never, ever mention 
Ingo's name, even if they all knew Weiki carried it within his own. They had never asked why, simply heeded the 
warning after Markus himself had ended up with a bloodied nose during the sessions for Unarmed. 

"You know that's no way to get through to him." 

Andi took the light scolding for what it was. He had known and had forgotten himself. 

"So what is it you heard, Dani?" Andi cleared his throat. The matter wouldn't solve itself. 

"Well, um. Is it true that Weiki goes up to Hamburg every year?" 

"Ja, it is. Doesn't matter how far Tenerife is, he'll go up every March," Markus confirmed. 

"Fuck." 

"Dani, what are you getting at?" Andi felt the beginnings of impatience until Sascha tapped at his arm. The 
tallest man among them reached half across Andis table for a newspaper. Flipping through it, down to about 
the fourth page, he offered it over. 

There, staring up at the four men in subdued, grey-scale ink, lay an image of Ingo Schwichtenberg's grave 


stone, shattered to pieces. It was as if someone had taken a sledge hammer to it, turning a lovingly carved 


stone into a desecrated shamble. 


Shatterverse 


Author's Notes: 
Some guest appearances and/or mentions here and in later chapters feature Kai Hansen and Michael Kiske. 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 4: Shatterverse 


‘And for a thousand years they went on talking, 
Making such apt remarks, 

A race no longer of heroes but of professors 

And crooked business men and secretaries and clerks, 
Who turned out dapper little elegiac verses 

On the ironies of fate, the transience of all 
Affections, carefully shunning an over-statement 
But working the dying fall." 


--Louis MacNiece 


The gates had been locked. 
Chained shut, to be more precise. 


Waldfiredholf had become a place to avoid as word of the vandal spread. Beyond its gates, more than one 
grave marker lay either damaged or in one case, completely destroyed. The place lay otherwise as quiet as the 
cemetery it was, although with a new difference. It was a difference no one wanted to call the police on, and 
perhaps strangely, one that the police themselves didn't relish encountering. Only one of them had entered the 


cemetery to determine if this new addition was the vandal. 
What the officer found froze the man in his tracks. 


What the officer heard brought tears to his eyes and what he saw had the man silently turning around, 


leaving the solitary figure in peace. 


That figure sat on its knees before the shattered stone that had borne Ingo Schwichtenberg's name with its 
shoulders set low and its head bowed. Its posture and the soft sounds of tear-filled whispering was enough to 
convince the constable - who could play-act such sounds of grief? Who indeed, could masquerade the sound of 


a breaking heart? 


~ Ke 


Michael Weikath was in his own world. Dreaming? He couldn't call it that, as awake as he'd been when the 
device around his neck was activated. At the same time, he couldn't say he was awake now, not in any 


conventional sense. 


He walked through familiar halls in his own studio, through the door and out into a Hamburg that didn't exist 
to him any more. And waiting for him just outside stood his band-mates. Markus, Kai and Ingo stood as if time 
had changed none of them, as if the lines of silent worry never etched Markus' face, as if Kai had never felt 
like he'd had to leave Helloween, as if Ingo had never been affected by the illness lurking within his own brain 


‘Didn't think you'd make it this time, Weiki," Markus‘ deep, husky voice intoned. 
"Hallo. Did you sleep in?" Kai joked. 


"Hey." Ingo's voice was the last, coming out softly spoken, graced with that ever-present smile on his face. It 


was the face of neither a man nor a boy, but of someone in between. He reached out, embracing the guitarist. 


They walked together like they used to, like nothing could change them. Except it was different this time - 
Weiki kept his appearance, his fifty-three years showing clearly on his face within this world he had built for 
himself, for his mates. It was a manufactured, dream-like world made to do what he believed reality could not 
and as he walked with his friends, such thoughts slowed his pace. Whether it was the programming of this 
world or something other, Weiki didn't know. Whatever it was, it made Ingo turn around and stop. 


"Weiki?" 


"l. H's nothing," he murmured. Usually not one to show much, he found himself staring down at his shoes; that 


‘cool' demeanour gone. He looked up only when he felt Ingo's hand on his shoulder. 


"Weiki. You can't hide from us. What's wrong?" The others joined them in a tight cluster - programmed or not, 
they came in close so no one else could hear their secrets. A secret world this was, even here, there were 


things meant only for these four. 


"IFs okay. l'm just thinking," he tried again. Ingo shook his head, sending his big curls into a bit of a floppy sway 
in the synthetic wind. 


"No, Weiki. No hiding from us. A band doesn't do that, remember?" 


He did remember. In those earliest of days, they hid nothing from each other - sharing confidences that even 
their parents never discovered. They had trusted one another as none but the strongest of friends could. 
Their foundation had been rock solid before the changes. Before Noise. Before.. 

Weikath kept his head down, unable to stop the single tear from falling. 


"| don't want to leave again. | want to stay here, where.. Where nothing went wrong." 
~ Ke 
"Does he know?" Sascha took a breath and dared to ask. 


"| don't know. lim not sure we should let him know," Markus replied. In truth, the giant of a bassist felt the 
first coils of fury turn in his own gut. He could easily imagine Weiki's cold, calculated, silent and so very 


righteous anger overshadowed by twenty years of pain. 
"Can we keep such a thing from him though?" Löble came back. 


"We've been friends for over twenty years, Markus. Whats he keeping from us? What are you not saying?" 
Andi's eyes met Markus’ own and they stared each other down. There were things even Andi wasn't privy to 
in all these years and, for the first time, he felt an unusual stab of jealousy. 


"Andi, its not that simple. You know well enough Weiki has a hard time trusting people - least of all himself. He 
was..different when Ingo was around,” Markus’ voice softened a little. As much as he hated to open himself 
and, by proxy, Weiki, like this, he recognised the need for it. If they were to remain a solid band, if they were 
to help their band-mate, the others needed to know. They needed to understand Weiki's seemingly ice-cold 
heart. 


"Different how?" the drummer asked. By now, he and Sascha had adjusted their places so they sat closer to 
Markus and Andi. Markus shuddered a little, reminded of the close circle of four he used to be a part of. His 
voice took on a faraway tore; his blue-grey eyes gazing off at a point in time only he could see, his ears 


listening to voices only he could remember hearing. 


"We were all different then. But Weiki had the most change. He was happier. He smiled more. He laughed more, 
cracking jokes with the best of them. He made silly faces with Kai and Ingo. The only thing that didn't change is 
that he's always been late. Skinny bastard couldn't ever be on time, even then. But it didn't matter. Practises 
lasted forever anyway. We listened to each other, had instrument battles. | picked up the fretless bass for the 
first time because of some stupid joke Weiki and Ingo said. | couldn't be mad at them - they challenged me 
honestly and, well. The rest is history. My fingers fucking bled the first time but | didn't care. | still remember 
the looks on their faces.. Anyway. Weiki and Ingo were..special together. Even me and Kai, we'd known Ingo a 
little longer, we saw it. Ingo looked at him like a star-struck kid with his brother who could do absolutely 


nothing wrong. Weiki couldn't do any wrong to Ingo, not a damn thing." 


Markus talked well into the night, no one caring that the sun had set around them. The others listened intently 
to the bassist's words. Sascha had an open look of wonder on his face. Dani sat back and found himself silently 
wishing he could have gotten to know this version of Weiki that was painted in front of him. And Andi was only 
partially aware of the tears filling his eyes. 

The man Markus painted for them was so terribly different from the distant, guarded man they knew - he 


painted a man that was still as gentle as ever, but one that was more free with his expression. A man that 


had very little, if any, fear at all. Painted before them with Markus' words was a man who could laugh easily, 
who was comfortable with affection and who pulled his friends close. This was a man who could face down 
death and damnation itself if it meant protecting his friends. He could do all that and come out still smiling, 


cracking jokes and trying to look ‘cool. 
The man Markus depicted for them wasn't a man who wore his black coat like a funerary garb. He wasn't a 
man whose icy eyes had been jaded, hardened by time and constant battle. The man Markus painted for them 


was a man who still had faith in the world. 


A man who had, back then, still had faith in himself. 


Dream Dive Two 


Author's Notes: 
Some German is used herein and is translated thus: 


"Ich meine Sie keinen schaden" -- "| mean you no harm." 


The German language has a "formal" use of the word "You", indicated as "Sie", used when speaking to a 
stranger or a workplace superior, or other individual of authority, and an "informal" use, indicated as "Du", used 


for children and in a familiar setting such as with family or close friends. 


My German skill is quite limited Thus, if my translations are off, and you are a fluent speaker, please feel free 


to correct me. 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 5: Dream Dive Two 


‘Only the truly blind can find their way in the dark." 


"I heard you can do the impossible," the voice coolly said. It was a voice the blind one was familiar with. He 
matched it with the timbre belonging to one Michael Kiske. He had aged, like anyone would after twenty years. 


It was still him. 


"Why did you do it? You destroyed it," the blind one asked. In truth, the shattered stone he now stood before 
lit something in him; sparked a fury he couldn't explain. He was a fan, like any other, but to commit such a 
defilement made him want to take Kiske's eyes. For a moment, a flash of memory raced across his mind, of 


playing The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim and hearing that lunatic Cicero. 
"Defiler! Debaser and defiler! You have violated the sanctity of the Nght Mother's coffin! Explain yourself!" 


In this moment, he could almost identify with that fictional jester-turned-assassin. He could identify with 


Cicero, but for now, he stayed his own hand. Another voice joined Kiske's. 


"What else will drag His Coldness here? He missed this year and I'm sick of waiting for him," Kiske spoke first, 
his angry glare totally missed on the shroud-covered blind one. 


"So. Can you do it?" Kai spoke up. His tone was only a fraction warmer, made so by the shadow of grief in his 
words. Grief, and a faint sense of hope. He had done reading of his own, seeking out this drifting stranger who 


seemed to try to guard Ingo's grave like a soldier protecting a wounded comrade. Part of him asked why - who 
did this kid think he was, anyway? He didn't know Ingo. He didn't know any of them like he did. 

Still, the precious little he had found was intriguing. The skeptics called him a tinkerer. The more esoteric types 
called him an Oneironaut - a "dream walker" - and the experiments Kai had read about chilled his bones. That 
someone could travel into dreams was both a frightening, unsettling thing, yet it bore a potential he wanted to 


grasp. 
‘| will not tell you until you have told me why. Why did you do it? Wasn't he a friend?" 
"That's not your concern. | owe him. Twenty years and I'm still pissed at that heartless bean-pole." 


"Michi. Just answer him," Kai whispered. He locked eyes with the now bald man and saw those years reflected 
therein - the down-turn of Helloween during the Chameleon era, a pang of regret that he'd not kept in closer 
touch with Ingo and the others when the courts had brought down the ruling. And the sheer, black hatred he 
felt bloom inside him on that day in 1995. 


"You weren't there, Kai," Kiske's voice hissed back. It was a cold truth - Kai hadn't been there. He hadn't seen 
what Kiske had. He hadn't done anything, except that one, unthinkable thing: All Kai had done was drop and run 
during the Keeper Il tour. 

Kai had only dropped and run. Nothing to get so furious about. 


Right? 

"| can do nothing without proper knowledge. Answer me, or leave me," the blind one spoke again. His voice was 
still soft but this time, it held an edge. It wasn't in what he said, or even so much how he said it. It was in the 
unspoken message. It was in the unspoken layers of meaning that demanded from them how they knew what 


they knew. And what they wanted from him. 


| want to pay him back," Kiske finally spoke. The knot of anger in his gut hadn't come loose in these twenty 
years - it had simply coiled tighter inside. 


"It won't be an easy thing. You may not like what you find” 

| don't care. He made the call." 

"You may begin to care soon enough. Much will be asked of you," the blind one's voice remained steady, yet 
had gained a frosty edge. A warning edge. He waited for the other to speak, never knowing that Kai Hansen 
stared at him with a budding want - a want that he was now forced to put into words. 


"| want.. | want my friends back." 


~ Ke 


The pair had left less than an hour ago. He sat alone before the shattered stone and wondered how long it 
would take before the object of Kiske's fury showed up. He wondered how an act like this might be taken and 
thought back to previous meditations. Kai's question had been straight to the point without revealing anything 
to Michi. Really, he hadn't kept so much hidden if one knew where to look. It was a combination of his studies 
and plain old science, plain old technology that had led to the blind one's earliest experiments. 

It had led him down the path to Dream Dives, offering people gentler dreams in times of stress or, in later 


experiments, self-enlightenment. 


But this.. This was another thing altogether. He ran Kai's words through his head - his tone of voice. Inflection 
Diction. Everything was examined, since he could not have any help from facial expressions. What Kai Hansen 
had asked would take things to a level he wasn't sure any of them could handle. 

He slipped into meditation 


~ Ke 


It began. h a different world, a different place, with a ground he had to navigate carefully. Although he didnt see 
it, the presence, the size of what loomed before him was evidence enough. Before him, rose a great fortress; a 
castle of near fantastical proportions with a wall that dared anyone to try scaling it and making it over alive. 

He didn't need fo see the sprawling wings of this place, one wing kept well and suitably grand It was a half that 
fairly gittered with the glory of a thirty-year legacy, of amazing music and memories that anyone might want a 
chance to peer into. Suitably grand yet it had a simple, understated quality that was felt rather than seen or 
heard. The portcullis stood locked in front of him and for a moment, the other half of this place painted itself out. 
This place was a paradox if ever there was one. While the first wing was the grand yet understated place it ought 
fo be, its twin was something else. It lay in a ruin of shattered stone, broken towers and a garden that, once, had 
probably been something exquisite. But now, it lay dead, untended by any except the hand of the ghost which 
flickered here within these ruins The blind one heard the ghost first; heard his laughter echoing across to the half 
of this landscape that bore happier times 

İt didn't last long The laughter faded away, replaced by the sound of desperate tears, resigned whispers and the 
sound of a train rumbling off in a distance he couldn't reach 


He heard echoes of things before - the lash of a whip. The words from a voice that always changed and the cries 
of a man who hid his pain from the worlds eye. 


The blind one took a chance and called out. 

"Ich meine Sie keinen schaden," his words echoed While a Iittle stilted and unsure, he wanted his first words to be 
in German. To expect English from a non-native speaker was just plain rude, as he'd been taught. So, limited as it 
was, the blind one spoke first in German. He hoped to bring ease here and didn’t move forward He lifted a hand, 
carefully inspecting the metallic gate before him. 


It wasn't his fo open 


This wasn't his glory. 


And this wasn't his pan 

He waited ready to turn around and end the meditation at any moment, but was rewarded for his patience. 
Slowly, the gate liffed and before him, stood Michael Weikath. Guitarist met the blind one with weary eyes and an 
exhausted mien. Here, the blind one felt this man's silent burdens as if they were his own, 

"Ich meine Sie keinen schaden," he repeated The formal German ‘you’ was intentional. He didn’t know Michael 
Weikath, couldn't call him a close friend and he certainly wasnt older than the guitarist by any means. He hoped to 
display only respect, as was due here and found himself a little surprised when English came out of Weikath's 
mouth 

"Who are your" 

"You can call me Custos." 

"Why are you here?" 


"Lam a traveller." 


"I figured that," Weikath's eyes stared down at this stranger, observing the veil-covered face, the calm yet straight 
posture and the very definite Asian flair of his dark blue attire. 


‘So why are you here?" 

came to." the one calling himself Custos hesitated To warn him? To tell him that his pain was heard? 

Weikath frowned Wordlessly, he took Custos by the arm in a grp of pure steel He walked slowly, noting a clear 
height difference between himself and his guest. And the cane wasn't hard to miss. Past the threshold and Custos 
heard more from the citadel's walls now - laughter, tears, music he doubted would ever make it to any stage or 
studio. He came to a stop at the guitarists sharp signalling tug They stood now in the citadel's courtyard, straddling 
the lne between its glory and its devastation 

"Why are you here? Ive never seen you before." 


"With respect, sir. You have. It was.not intended" 


"When?" Icy eyes stared down and Weikath silently cursed the fact that his quest couldnt see the glacial 
expression. He listened, beginning fo wonder why he'd pulled this stranger through the gates at all 


"You were.. Someone was hitting you | felt tracks under my feet and someone was hitting you," Custos replied 


"You shouldn't have been there. Why were you there?" Custos didn't miss the faint undertone behind the ice. H 


spoke of fear. 

| wasn't trying to go there. | was on my way somewhere else. | fell” 

"And landed there. You asked." 

dd Why were you being ht?" 

"Do I have to answer you?" 

"You do not" 

"Will you leave if | ask you fo?" 

Twill | told you that | mean no harm." 

‘Can you prove if?" 

"How shall | prove if?" 

Clpped Short From one, the glacial stare never changed From the other, his posture remained stil, almost serene, 
yet a Itte unsure. He wasn't the master here - Weikath was. This was his ground Hs territory. Hs world Custos 
waited silently, patently until the musician spoke agan 

"I want something | want to ask for something First, | want to see your face.” 


"| cannot see you. What gives you the right to see me?" 


Weiki opened his mouth fo speak, only to find himself tongue-tied. The question made him think The question wasn’t 


as innocent as it seemed The question asked something from both of them 


First, Do No Harm 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 6: First, Do No Harm 


"Once you start asking questions, innocence is gone." 

--Mary Astor 

"l cannot see you. What gives you the right fo see me?" 

Weikath frowned and turned the question over in his head It was a valid thing to ask - when one thought about 
the world from a position lke Custos: He couldnt see this world. Sight was to him, a right that he hadn't been born 
with, so in turn, he took the right to see his face into his own hand It was more than that though, and the 
guitarists ice-blue eyes clouded a little. A trade was on the table, that much he could fell 

And he could fell that the question meant more than just seeing a face. 

He spoke carefully, 


"You fell me you mean no harm. You do not allow me fo see you. Can we exchange?" 


"Exchange what?" Custos sounded intrigued now - he'd gone into meditation this time with clear intent, 


understanding that Weikath was not a stupid man by any stretch 

"I want something | think you know it. But L This is my world 

"You are the master here, not | The moment you ask me, I will depart" 
‘Can | tell you where to go, and where not to go?" 

"You can" 

"Will you do as | ask you?" 

"will" 

"Tell me why you are here" 


Custos didn’t move from his place. He stood, only to sit on the ground right where Weikath had stopped him. 
Seconds later, the lanky musician gracefully dropped to sit down with him. 


"This isn’t easy to say..but suffice to know that | hear you. | hear your pain." 


‘How? I dont speak of it." 

‘| don't have to have eyes that work fo smell it off you. Ive been to several shows already - excellent work, by 
the way. But | smell it off you. | hear it off you and I always hear of your black coat. You almost never take the 
thing off. You've been mourning for twenty years.havent you?" Custos’ tone softened, gentling as he began to 
tread upon ground he perceived as fragie. 

"You.. You know what its like." E wasnt a question 

"I do. | can’t make any promises, but | want fo fry." 

"To make it go away.. ve read of someone that could do what you do. You and your experiments." 


"Ah, you found those, hm?" Custos laughed quietly. 


‘And | want fo know. | want to know if you can.. If you can make it right," Weikath's fone took on an eerie balance 


of guarded ice and the tone of a man taken to his breaking point 

"lcan try. | will not promise the impossible." 

‘Naturally. Why?" The question seemed to come from nowhere. 

"Why..?" 

"You would agree to doing this." 

"Ah. Well h part, | believe in a fan supporting his idols. h part.. | don’t like hearing other beings in pain." 
Beings?" 


"There are more things in Heaven and Earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy: Hamlet, Act One, 
Scene Five." 


‘So what are you?" 
‘Astute, arent your" 
‘Im just a stupid German, Custos." 


"You are not stupid by any means. But youre right - More than meets the sighted eye. Listen, there is something | 
should warn you about. Im.. | wasnt there, but.. Somethings been defiled Something's been damaged" 


~ Ke 


Custos pulled himself out of meditation as he felt the first warming rays of sunrise. It wasn't easy pulling 
himself awake this time - Weikath's inner force, his inner world had an impressive magnetism. He didn't know 
what else to call it but that. He felt a pull to this man like he hadn't felt in a long, long time toward anyone. 
Anyone living, 

As he was accustomed to doing, he stood and departed from Waldfriedholf as soundlessly as he could. Usually, 
no eyes would see him but this time, with his meditation running so deep and thus, so late, it wouldn't have 
been a surprise to find out someone might have seen him. Custos wasn't terribly worried about it. The deacon 


here knew his tradition of black-bound messages. 


It was the deacon who had caught the flurry of blue outside the window. That flurry of blue wasn't of the 
faith, yet that same flurry of blue displayed in his strange ways his own brand of mercy. Turning from the 
window, the deacon added yet another such message to the box before him. He'd taken care to not read these 
- they weren't for his eyes. 

The ageing man sighed. 

This year, he had missed the familiar tall visitor. This year however, felt different. Crossing himself, the elder 
hoped for an end to twenty years of cold, hard pain. 


we 
A sharp knock on Andi's door resounded through the house. 


Andi and the others had talked so long into the night that they had fallen asleep in the living room. Now, they 
stirred, taking turns on fetching coffee, getting a good meal going and in general, just living as if they were on 
another tour. It was an easy arrangement, familiar with its quiet humour and general harmony. That harmony 


was broken by the sound of the knock on the door. 


‘I've got it," Markus slid a plate of fried eggs and tofu to Sascha, moving briskly to get the door. He recoiled at 
the visage that met him. 


"When were you going to tell me?" Cold fire burned in Weikath's eyes as he stared at Markus. He didn't 
question why the bassist was here at Andi's place. He didn't seem to care that his friend of thirty years was 
staring at him like he'd grown two heads. In his left hand, held so tightly it was beginning to tear through, 
Weikath held up a newspaper. And on it, lay its own depiction of Ingo's shattered stone. 


"Weiki, come in first," Markus kept his tone calm and reasonable. The man before him looked a fright - his hair 
wasn't in its usual side-flop, but rather looked like a bad rendition of Dr. Stein His eyes were shadowed by 
rings and there was a slight translucence to his face that spoke of more than just the cold fury. 


Andi swept to the rescue. A nod sent Markus back to join the others while the vocalist pulled his band-mate 
into the house. 


"Have something first. You look like shit" 


"When were you going to tell me?" The voice never once had to raise. He never did need to yell - the icy 
whisper was enough to carry on its own. Still, he followed Andi and let the man sit him down to coffee, waffles 


and a fried egg. 
The five of them ate in silence; each man now seeming to wait for an explosive to go off. Sascha eyed his 
guitar partner of fifteen years with a look that spoke of a student worrying for his mentor. Löble kept his 


head down. Markus seemed quietly content in his own cooking and Andi managed to keep up with Weikath in 
terms of how many cups of coffee disappeared. The tension in the air didn’t lessen until the latter spoke up. 


"Is good again, Markus. 
"Heh. Weiki, you never refuse the waffles. Feel a little better?" Markus got a small nod and a sigh. 

"So why didn't you tell me?" 

The question cut to the quick, ending the silence between all of them. Sascha and Dani took up kitchen duty to 
let the other three crack this unpleasant walnut open - there were things they listened to that weren't in 


their experience here. Still, they were part of the group now. They had to understand. They had to be there, in 
whatever capacity they could. 


Between themselves, Sascha and Dani held their own counsel, resolved to speak when their time came. 


Occasion Avenue 


Author's Notes: 
Various religious or spiritual beliefs will be touched on here. These do not reflect the author's opinion, nor is 


their presentation intended as an offence to anyone. 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 7: Occasion Avenue 


"Death most resembles a prophet who is without honour in his own land or a poet who is a stranger among his 
people." 
--Khalil Gibran 


Kai Hansen stared at the man across the table. Michael Kiske looked almost nothing like he had twenty years 
prior - the ‘pretty-boy' face had aged. Long blond hair had been shaven off in favour of a bald head and wool 
caps. An almost skinny man had broadened in the shoulders and his eyes had gone from youthful, almost 
immature exuberance to a hardened, dampened maturity. 


It was this man that stared Kai Hansen back and spoke with a measure voice, controlling the fury he felt 


within, 

"What aren't you telling me?" 

"| couldn't say anything back there, Michi." 

"Why not? Spit it out, already.” 

"Have you ever heard of.. Travelling in dreams?" 

Kiske met his companion's eyes with a look of wary confusion. He'd been examining his ways of thought for 
years, trying to put himself back together after 1993. There were things he'd learnt, things he'd read and 
things he'd never stopped believing in, but this was something new. Something unfamiliar that sounded like it 


crossed into questionable ground. 


"That guy in Waldfriedholf, he can do that. Here. Read this," Kai passed his laptop across the table. He watched 
Kiske stare at the image presented on the screen It was of some hooded figure in dark blue. In this figure's 
left hand, a white cane told of the stranger's blindness. Kiske stared, raising an eyebrow at the face that this 


figure's face was concealed behind a veil. 


What he read painted a fuller, yet more terrifying, image in Kiske's mind. He read of experiments, focussed on 


the human mind and in particular, dreams and a dangerous flirtation with the concept of the afterlife. What he 
read depicted an individual who could, by all accounts, enter another's dreams or, at its most outrageous, 
contact the dead. By all accounts, this individual could answer questions that would shake every spirituality on 
the planet to its core. 

Somewhere within, Kiske recognised a desire he wasn't sure he wanted to acknowledge. He could find out if the 
beliefs he held were true - he could know if what he was taught about Hell and suicide was true. He could, in 
essence, talk to Ingo again 

And immediately, another part of himself recoiled at the idea, denouncing it as heresy. As blasphemy. As 


sorcery. 


Kai studied his companion's face, watching the fleeting expressions of wonder, then disgust, then fear, then 


confusion. 

"What do you think, Michi?" 

"l. This is wrong, Kai. This isn't natural." 

"And the way Ingo died was?" The comeback was a fair one, if a harsh one. 

"Okay. but what are you suggesting? Weiki still." Kiske trailed off at the look on Kai's face. 

"You blame him," It wasn't a question. Both men read the same look in each other's eyes - the blame to them, 
was clear. However, in Kai's expression, there was something different. He saw potential, the chance to undo a 
terrible chain of events. The chance to make everything turn out right. 

"I want him to pay." 

"I just want my friends back, Michi." 

"I know. | just.. | don't know, Kai. This sounds like something we shouldn't play with." 

"Like witchcraft?" 

"Ja, like that. You know l'm faithful.” 

"| know." 

"It hurts though, to think he's in Hell." 


"Why do you think that?" 


"That's where suicides go, Kai." 


"What makes you think that? And if it's true, this is our chance to rescue him." 


Kiske didn't know what to say to that. This was indeed ground he'd never considered before and he had to 
admit to himself that yes, the idea sounded appealing. It wasn't easy to admit that whilst the other thoughts 
within his head roamed - Ingo had done it to himself. And in truth, they had all gone on with their music, with 
their lives. He wondered if the drummer still had a place in his, or Kai's, or anyone's lives any more. 


It was cruel, but the truth was often cruel, wasn't it? 


Ingo had lost his place within Helloween, as Kiske himself had. Except Kiske was still here - strong enough to 
find his own way, his own identity. Ingo hadn't done that. True, Kiske, Kai, everyone else had mourned, but that 
was that. They had carried on, relegating Ingo Schwichtenberg to the past, to memories. He still wanted to give 
Weikath the payback he deserved, but after that? He'd go on with his life and not let shadows of the past 


follow him around. 


To Kiske, the past had no place in the present. 


In the Middle of a Drumbeat 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 8: In the Middle of a Drumbeat 


"The boundaries which divide Life from Death are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends, 
and where the other begins?" 
--Edgar Allan Poe 


Dream meditations weren't uncommon for Custos. If anything, he did them almost daily, had done so for nearly 
a decade. So finding himself falling into a meditative state wasn't unusual for him at all. No, what was unusual 
was ‘where' he ultimately found himself tonight. 

It was a place he couldn't pin down, as if the place-time he was now in was in constant flux. Constant change. 
One moment, it was nothing but cold ground and a torrent of steady, chilling rain. Another moment and Custos 
felt broken glass and a sickly-sweet smelling powder under his feet, as if someone had broken hundreds of 
sugar bowls and no one had come to clear the mess away. It wasn't powdered sugar, much as he might have 
equated the smell to the sweet confection. 

Yet another moment flashed by, changing Custos’ surroundings again, placing him in a decrepit, run-down room 
filled with dust and shattered drum sticks. 


There was only one consistency with this place, and the blind one wasn't sure if he loved it or hated it. 
In every iteration of his constantly changing environment, he heard the name ‘Ingo Schwichtenberg’. 


Custos stood frozen for a short while, waiting to find out if this fluctuating world would stand still enough for 
him to begin navigating. It didn't grant him that mercy, so after such a while to wait, he proceeded forward 
with a careful step. He didn't know what lay before him except what his feet, his ears and his cane told him. 
Through the shattered glass and unnerving piles of powdered sugar, Custos proceeded until the floor changed. 
Cleared of the mess, he found a smoother surface beneath him, yet it too told its own tale. It was covered in 
dust and more often than not, he stepped on broken drum sticks, shattered cymbals or drum shells so pocked 
with holes and cracks they were beyond use. In some, the drum heads were gone completely or they sagged, 


torn and limp. 


It was here that a new sound greeted him: Quiet wailing, it was the sound of a man taken well beyond his 
breaking point. 


Custos walked carefully onward, following the sound. The closer he got, he realised he could hear words, though 
not understand them - Custos didn't speak German What he did understand was the tone itself. What he did 
understand was the pain he could feel radiating from the crying man like heat off of a kiln 


"Hello?" 


The crying never ceased. Custos drew close enough to lightly brush the man with his cane. Here, he found the 


sound at a lower point, telling him that this man was seated. 
"Hey... You all right?" 


He tried again. The words were likely quite ridiculous in themselves, but Custos kept to something small, 
something hopefully familiar and mundane. It wasn't lost on him that he was in essence, speaking to a dead man 
Custos was, in essence, standing within the dreams of a man who had died long ago. He supposed this was a 
kind of hell, a kind of tormented afterlife, the prison this shade had unwittingly constructed around himself. It 
made sense in his mind - a man brought to suicide, having lost his world would have brought that feeling with 


him to the next. It gave Custos pause, sending a shiver down his spine. He was in a dead man's broken world. 
| want my friends back 


Kai Hansen's words echoed through his memory. Custos dropped to sit beside the weeping man and ran 


through possibilities in his head. If he could cross over worlds like this, then perhaps he could do as was asked 


of him. 

| want something from you 

Weikath's words followed close behind. The man was so terribly different from Kai, speaking plainly, bluntly, yet 
cloaking his words like he cloaked himself in his black Custos tried another tack, utilising what little German he 
had picked up. 

"Hey..ich meine Sie kenen schaden" 

And like Weikath before, Custos heard English come out. He didn't push the man, letting him speak at his own 
pace. It sounded to him like it took this individual a Herculean effort just to speak - so much like that 
encounter of Weikath on the rails. 

"You..said it wrong." 

‘Oh, | did? Sorry. | don't really know German" 

"Okay." 

‘lm Custos. Can | ask your name?" Slow. Gentle. Custos drew on what he knew, what he'd learnt and kept 
himself as calm as he could. This wasn't quite the same as calming a child experiencing sensory overload but 
he admitted to himself that the man with him could not be classed as neurotypical. 


"Why do you want to know?" 


‘lm just curious. And | don't think addressing you as ‘Hey, you' would be too appropriate, no?" 


"| guess not. | am Ingo," Custos smiled a little, silently thankful that his little half-joke, lame as it was, garnered 


something close to a laugh. 
"Good to meet you, Ingo." 


Ingo sat, staring at this stranger who had come into his broken little world as his hands twisted; fingers 
wringing in and out, over and under. It didn't take rocket science to figure out that his unexpected visitor 
couldn't see him, but in turn, he couldn't see the face of his visitor either. Thoughts jangled and clattered in 
his head, manifesting as background whispers in the walls of this world. 


1 can never drum again’ 
tm in Hell The deacons were right’ 


H hurts. H still hurts’ 


Get away from me! Demons.. they won't leave me alone. They're being so loud | cant hear my own drums. This 


will shut them up.. 
ts this another demon sent to torment me? Are you a demon” 


"No, I'm not a demon," Custos softly spoke to the echoes even he could hear. Although he could hear 
everything here, he was almost completely powerless, as powerless as he had been in Weikath's own dream 


world. 
"Wh-What are you? Why are you here?" 


Custos was about to answer when this world shifted again. Another figure drifted in, fading like the ghost 
whose mind he was visiting. This newcomer, much like Custos, had its face hidden but the differences were 
quite stark. Where Custos was all in dark blue and had a strong Asian flair to his attire, this new being stood 
tall and imposing in a robe reminiscent of a monk from ages past. 

Although Ingo was the first to stand up; the terrified confusion of a man plagued evident, Custos stood close 
to the drummer, silently trying to offer solace. 


The clattering, chattering within this place intensified. Ingo wrung his hands again, brown eyes darting this way 
and that, as if he expected some horror to come out and devour him. He trembled and found tears in his eyes 
- again. In this place, it was rare that his tears ever truly stopped. 


"Custos," the figure's voice gave a quiet thunder, as if its throat was made of storms. 


"I am Custos," the blind one replied. A surreptitious step forward placed him between the shaking drummer and 
this new being. 


"What's. Who are you?" Ingo's voice came out small, uncertain 

"Custos. You tread where none dare. Why do you trespass?” 

"There is a wrong here," Custos kept his tone calm, but his words appropriately vague. It was hard enough 
hearing the drummer had taken his own life, had lost his world. It was something beyond obscene to him that 


Ingo had been here for twenty years, yoked by fear-mongered doctrines that in the end, gave him no peace. 


"What do you want?" Ingo's voice came out a little stronger here, fuelled by a fear he didn't understand. It 
probably wasn't all his own - he knew by now that his mind was a traitor to itself and to everything he held 
to. 


"The Preserver asks a boon. In your favour." 


The Sage, the Fool, the Dreamer 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 4: The Sage, the Fool, the Dreamer 


‘Have a good cry, wash out your heart. If you keep it inside itil tear you apart. Sometimes you lose, but youre 
gonna win if you just hang in." 

--Dr. Hook and the Medicine Show; Better Love Next Time 

(RIP, Dad) 


Dari Löble stood with Sascha, a little apart from the other men. 


They stared at the gates of Waldfriedholf, each with his own sense of trepidation Both of them had learnt 
Helloween's history before their own joining but it had all been somewhat distant for them. Intellectual, 
academic even. None of what Weiki and the others had told them had happened to them directly. None of it 
had been witnessed. It had all been said to teach them, to have them understand some of the idiosyncrasies, 
eccentricities and little behaviours their band-mates had. It had all explained why Weikath almost never wore 
anything but black now, or why the quiet man never raised his voice, or why he smiled so rarely. Why his 
expressions were at once so vivid yet incredibly restrained. 

It explained why Andi was such the showman, why he sometimes laughed a little too much, talked a little too 
fast or seemed to have the energy for more than just himself. It detailed why Markus was the way he was 


with food - why the man ate like an athlete. Why he took to beer rather than wine. Why neither he nor Weiki 
even mentioned much of their pasts. 


Things became different now. 


Things were becoming a little too real as they stared at the gates before them. Sascha frowned as Dani 
peered up at him. 


"Nervous?" 

"Ja. l'm.. Sascha, will we be kicked out?" 

"I don't think so. But.we should be ready if they decide to." 
"| love it here. This is where | want to be." 

"Me too. Working with Weiki is..." 


"Difficult?" Dani supplied. Each man understood the other's fear. They were both, compared to their 


counterparts, ‘the new guys’. New blood. They stood a little on the outside, somewhere between close to their 


mates and kept at arm's length. 

"Ja. Still, l.. Even with Palast, | couldn't really imagine being anywhere else." 

"Did you try out?" 

"Kind of. It was weird. | got a call from Charlie, who put me in touch with Weiki. And then it was ‘Come down to 
Tenerife. Let's see if you can work with him: | went down, and it was.. We kind of hung out for about a month. 
Just talked, hung out at cafes, barely even played any fucking guitar.” 


"You play any at all?" Dani had to stifle a smile, imagining Sascha's first encounter with his partner. 


"A little. We were just bullshitting around, Weiki opens up his guitar case and was all ‘Let's play a little’ So we 
jammed for about ten minutes. And then ‘Okay, yeah. You're good. Want to put in a Shrek DVD?" 


" Seriously?" 

"Ja. ..What?" Sascha eyed the drummer, watching the man seem to want to laugh, then want to cry. 

"That's not how mine went!" 

"How did yours go?" 

"Well... It wasn't long after | had to leave Rawhead Rexx. Kind of like how Andi left Pink Cream 64. Bad relations, 
fights. | thought I'd have to settle for session work or go back to building drum kits. | got a call from Charlie 
to come to the studio.." 

we 

Dani Löble walked into the studio, eyeing its occupants. There they were: Four men stood off to a side, a few feet 
away from a drum Kit that looked like it hadn't been moved from its place for years. As if the thing was built to 
sit in that exact spot and nowhere else. He eyed the thing, almost immediately recognising the muscled pumpkin 
nested just below the Sonor logo. A frown passed his face. He knew who this kit belonged to and something inside 
fluttered 

He wondered if he had any right to touch that thing 


"You going to play?" Dani looked up at the sound Markus chuckled but the humour didn’t reach his eyes. Weiki 
stood beside the bassist with a face no one could read 


The drummer took a breath and sat at the kit 


God, please don't let me screw this up. 


He set his feet to the kick pedals and stretched his hands 
This isn't mine. l'm sorry, I'm so sorry. 
And then a storm took the room. 


He played a few things; an original thing to get himself going and then a few more familar rolls. He hadnt planned 
on it but his hands and feet seemed fo gain minds of their own, Hs body worked of ifs own accord, following the 
thunder. It was a while before the drummer fully realised that Eagle Fly Free was rolling through the room. 

It took a while for silence fo finally reclaim the space. The echoing thunder and crashes of cymbal seemed fo take 
a litle longer to dissipate. And in the fading echoes of the storm, Dani thought he heard a faint echo of someone 
laughing. 


Markus and Weiki stood apart as Andi approached The smile on the singer's face was much like Markus’ had been - 
genuine, but it never quite reached his eyes. Without a word, he beckoned to the drummer; himself oddly careful fo 
never touch the kit As Dani stood up from the drum throne, a new sound filtered through to his ears 


" Just like him. That was just lke him. God, Markus. Oh, God.." Wekath's words were stuttered a little, as if the man 
was holding back tears. 


"I know, Weiki It. Just put the big hair on and. You want him on?" Markus was litte better, although he could more 
easily hide it in his naturally husky voice. 


"Him or no one else. Hm or nobody. a 


Dani Löble felt his face go a touch pale as Weikis last words reached him. He barely felt Andis hand on his 
shoulder, barely heard the singer's restrained laugh He knew he could refuse the job - he could turn around and 
walk out of here night now and never look back. He could tell them it wouldn't be right, walk away and he'd never 
hear from them again 

He could turn around and walk away from the memories he saw in their faces, heard in their voices. He could walk 
away from the ghosts that haunted them so that Andi didn't quite let out his laughter; ghosts that haunted them 
all so that Markus covered himself in ink. So much that he watched Michael Weikath, the "ice-cold one", the 


distant, detached man whose eyes could pierce armour, shudder and cry. 
Him or nobody. Him or nobody. 


Dani Löble didn't tum around and walk away. 


Mission Motherland 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 10: Mission Motherland 


“Septimus is clever among men, but he is but an idiot child compared fo the dullest of the Dwemer." 
--Septimus Signus; The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 


Eyes lke chips of ice stared at the deacon Weki stared the elder man down in his own church office. Surrounded 
by books, ledgers and drawers full of folded vestments both formal and not, the two men seemed locked in a 
staring contest. From a few paces behind, Andi and Markus added their own stares, silently wondering why they 
and only they had been summoned. 

İt was a habit of the older man fo quietly call Weiki in for a moment before his visit fo a grave site that shouldn't 
truly be there. 


Now, they learned why, 

‘Herr Weikath, my child. You know I call you in here for a word and a prayer before you go out there. | thought 
you had missed this year," came the careful words. The short, slightly stout man with deep grey eyes and thinning 
white hair found himself reluctant to mention the damage that had already taken place. 

He needn't have worried 

"Please, what is your point? Already | know his grave is destroyed Have you repaired it?" On the surface, Weikath's 
voice was as smooth and measured as ever. To the careful listener, his voice trembled, close to cracking. To the 
caretul observer, the hands clasped behind his back shook. 

"No. And if | am right.it will not need to be." 


Father Henjo, what are you saying? Dont lead Weiki on like this," Markus spoke for the first time; his natural 
warm husk deepened a litte. It thickened his accented English almost to the point of needing to revert to German 


The deacon sighed 
‘Come here, all three of you. Sit with me." 


The three men watched as Henjo practically rearranged part of his office, placing three chairs close together in a 
near-circle. He beckoned to them and sat in a fourth chair he had intentionally placed close to one of his 
bookshelves. From it, he pulled down an ordinary brown box. Markus, Andi and Weiki warily approached, arranging 
themselves in an untamilar pattern Weiki sat directly across from the deacon while Markus sat fo his right and 


Andi to his left 


"l asked Herr Gerstner and Herr Löble to await outside the gates. They are not close fo this and may not 
understand at first" 


‘t.makes sense. They're not.. They dont have the same history," Andi replied He could see the logic in it - their 
younger counterparts lacked the scars of the Chameleon era, of losing Ingo. Pale blue eyes watched, observing 
Weikis stiff, closed posture and Markus sitting back a little, as if receding somehow. 


‘Someone visits here..quite often, Herr Weikath. He has come nearly every day now. And before you ask, no, | do 
not believe he is the one who defiled the grave." 


‘How can you be sure?" Markus’ tone was low, yet almost flat. 

‘Such an act would not be done by one who leaves these," Henjo responded by opening the box. Leaning forward, 
the three musicians found themselves staring at a neat pile of folded messages; each one bound in a simple sik 
ribbon. 

"Who.. Who are those for?" Weiki finally spoke; his voice a hair above a whisper and just this side of frosted over. 
"hgo." 

‘Have you read them?" 

‘Nein. They are not mine to read" 


"What makes you think we should?" 


Father Henjo didnt answer that. He simply placed the open box on the floor between them, stood and left his 
office. 


Pale and shaking, Weiki was the first to reach for the box and its contents. Although random, he pulled out one of 
the bound messages, untied the ribbon and began to read the typed, slightly flourished script He didn't seem to 


notice Andi and Markus lean over his shoulder to read with him. 


"March 24, 20k 


hgo, 


Hello again Im sorry | missed a few days. The rain was too disorienting - Im not sure you'd want to try navigating 
in a damned thunderstorm. | learned that lesson a while ago, a long while ago. | have been listening to more of your 
pieces. Excellent work, as always. | suppose you know by now that | am continuing with my experiments. The dives 


are more intense, as expected 


They are however, unpredictable now. 

| met someone new in the last one, did I fell you? | met the eldest one, the one with the warm, kind of amber- 
brown-gold voice. The quiet one. It wasn’t intentional. | was on my way fo assist Shouhei again. Poor thing still has 
nightmares about the earthquake. Not that | blame her. Six year old kids dont do well with earthquakes even in the 
best of days. Anyway, well.. | didn’t make if, Ingo. | fell of f the flight path 


Ím sorry, Ingo. Im so sorry. What | heard when | fell isnt something Id want fo expose you to. All| can say is that 
the man is in pain | cant let it stand, | simply can't. Damn the rules. Those tricksy bastards owe me one. Im calling 
it down. They'll answer me. 


Hl come back when Ive gotten hold of them. They can sit by in their scrying chambers - their rules really are too 
inflexible sometimes. | suppose that's why they contacted me. They have the eyes to see. Ive got the mind to do 
the work 


/ won't let you down | promise. 
_-R" 


Eight more messages were opened and read, hungrily read; each line and date painting for them the portrait of a 
stranger who spoke vaguely, yet as plainly as day. By the second letter, they were whispering fo each other, 
wondering what crazed things the author spoke of. By the fifth, they were somewhere between laughing and crying 
at dry humour tempered by glimpses of unusual power and a burden none of them wanted fo bear. 


By the time And, Weiki and Markus left the church building, Father Henjo could only watch, smiling behind his own 


tears. 


They didnt quite get who this R fellow was. All they knew was that they were resolved to find out what it all 
meant, and for that, they needed Sascha and Dani They needed to be together. They needed to be Helloween like 
they had never been before. 


Cut in the Middle 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter E Cut in the Middle 


"F a mountain could talk, it would fell us a story 
To reign in love means just how to say sorry 

If an ocean could cry, we would drown in its tears 
Dusk breaks to dawn, 

Which we cannot survive without love." 


--Helloween; F a Mountain Could Talk (7 Sinners) 


They walked together through the cemetery gates. Weiki led as the others seemed to cluster behind hm a few 
feet. Markus carried the box of letters, quietly felling the tale of what had unfolded within the adjoining house of 
worshp. The bassist observed the expressions that flickered across the faces of the two younger members of 
Helloween 

He understood the worry, the fear and yes, that other, unnamed ‘thing’ that set those faces into determined Ines. 


He understood their misgivings and understood that unexplained resolve to see it through, whatever awaited them. 


The sight that met Helloween as they rounded the second turn fook all five of them by surprise: Sitting on its 
knees before the shattered remains of what was once Ingo Schwichtenberg's grave stone was a figure cloaked in 
blue, its face completely obscured Just beyond it, as if waiting for that figure to move, stood Michael Kiske and 
Kai Hansen. 

Kiske held open hostility in his face, eyes burning as he glared at the five approaching men. Kai simply looked like he 


was exhausted. 


‘Finally. Didnt think youd have the guts to come," Kiske's voice came out smooth as sik yet there was a hardness 
to it, a brittleness in the fone. 


"Ljust want to know who tucking did that," Weiki replied His own voice carried an unusual blend of detachment and 


his own form of exhaustion. 


"l did," the bald man shot back. He didn’t have fo shout - the whisper was hissed out like the warning of an angry 
viper. Kiske took a step forward, ready to swing at the fall, lanky guitarist. Behind Weikath, the other four of 
Helloween tensed Kai took hold of Kiske's arm, staying his hand as the hooded figure between the split group spoke 


up. 
"F you are not here in peace, then leave me." 


The words seemed to freeze everything Custos knew he was being stared at even if he saw nothing of it. He sat, 


still as ever, with not an inch of skin showing to the world Weik’s icy eyes flickered downward as his face went a 
shade pale. He knew that voice, matching it fo a memory. 


"l know you." 

"You do. As do they." 

"Who is this, Weiki?" Andi asked 

"Custos. He - " 

Custos stood, raising a hand for silence. Hs white cane lay folded at his feet, a tangible tine' between himself and 
the shattered stone he had knelt in front of. The hand that was now raised was a further indication of Custos’ 
strangeness - the hand was blue, as if tattooed and around the wrist, he wore an orange band of sik. 

"Do you know what you want?" 

No one spoke for several minutes. Sascha, Andi and Dani exchanged confused glances as Markus kept his stormy 
grey eyes on Weikath Kiske and Kai seemed to stare the guitarist down Markus was the first to break the eerie 
staring competition as he stepped forward Before he got too close to Costus, Weiki put an arm out, barring 
progress 


Tracking its way down his face, a single tear glitfered in the ambient light 


"Custos?" The sound that came out of Weik's mouth was small, cracking the control everyone here knew the man 


usually had. 
‘ hate you," Kiske's voice tailed behind Weikis own 
‘am here to restore one thing | am here fo fulfil one promise. | require something from all of you." 


"What are you talking about? Who are you?" The questions began, coming at all angles. Once again, Custos raised a 
hand for silence. 


"will only explain this once to you lot. If you fail to hear me, that's on you. | am able to do..certain things through 
dreams. | try to help, when | can Three of you have asked something of me. Two who have asked are among the 
living. The third.. | am here for the third To do what | am asked, walls must come down. | must ask you fo trust 


n" 


me. 
"What d'you need?" Sascha spoke for the first time to this strange fellow in blue. 
"We can, um.. We can go if - " Dani chimed in 


"That will not be necessary. You and the taller one are needed You are the links to the present, the new among 


the old | need you" 

"Dont go. Please don't go," The whisper was almost lost, spoken so low that it took a moment for them to 
recognise it as Weik’s voice. It was a voice from the guitarist Sascha and Dani had never heard before, one that 
gave a glimpse beyond the cold walls so often erected Weary eyes watched as Custos approached him, stepping 
slowly. t made sense, for his cane remained folded where Custos had left it. Weiki peered down at the veiled figure. 
He knew the voice, knew the hands and knew how he moved in his dreams 

And the first thought that came to his mind was that this guy was so damn short. 

"Youre short," came the lame try at humour. He was relieved fo hear Custos respond in kind 


"And youre a damn tree next to me. Mr. Mountain" 


Custos never saw the hesitant smile pass Weik's face. He did feel the somewhat cartoonishly large hand rest on his 
shoulder. Long fingers hooked into the folds of his jacket a little. 


"Are you sure about this? You never dd answer me in the last dive." 

'L Im sure" 

"Dyou know what | may ask of you?" 

1 thnk so." 

"You need to be sure. You can back out right now." 

cant" 

"Can you withstand what | will have to ask of you?" 

"Wil | be awake?" 

"Yes and no. IHI be Ike a normal dive for me.but youll be awake.” 

"And if | want to shut the door?" 

"Then youll shut the door and it will end You still have the power here." 

"Ah, excuse me, Custos, it?" Markus spoke, raising a hand to stop the others from overriding hm. Questions 
swirled in hs mind, fuelled by an unexplained fear deep withn He had felt ths fear take root in a place somewhere 


behind his heart 


"Hm? Markus, correct?" Custos didn't move under Weikath’s touch 


‘Ja. What are you going to do? Youre not gonna hurt him are you?" 


"That isn’t my intent, no. However, my procedure is..not painless," the blind one had a fone of regret in his voice. 
He felt Weik's hand leave his shoulder in a slow, almost reluctant fashion, listened to him back up a few paces as 


Markus drew near 

"You cant tell me how it works?" 

‘No, Markus. I can better show you Are you willing?" 

"Mm. want to know what youtre going to do. | thnk I can guess why. | want to know how." 
"AIl right Come, sit with me." 


Custos retumed to the place marked by where hed left his cane and slid to sit on the ground He could feel the 
palpable stares of eyes all around hm. They could see him, watching like guard dogs in their own right. Markus 
dropped fo sit and placed a hand on Custos‘ shoulder to offer a silent orientation quide. 


"All right, Markus. Listen to me. Since you are awake, you may need someone to support you - you may lose 
consciousness and | would rather you not smack yourself. When the procedure begins, | may seem..out of it: This is 
normal. For me. If at any moment you desire it to end, say so. Speak your desire and it will end Understood?" 


‘Mm... Ja. Okay," Markus nodded and offered a smile up to Andi The singer had wordlessly stepped up and took a 
seat behind the bassist to act as the necessary spotter. 


"When the procedure begins.do not touch me. No one touch me. ls that clear?" 


The silence around him was his only answer. Nodding, Custos folded his arms. From somewhere within the folds of 
his clothing, there issued a sound lke a series of steampunk-like gears and cogs twisting about. Minutes later, Custos’ 


head dropped forward and he sat lke that, still as stone. 
we 


The sounds that met him first were deep, almost to the point of feeling them rather than hearing them. Bass 
strings pulsed around him, subtly shaking the metallic floor beneath his feet. He had the sensation of strings run out 
along walls as his hand trailed out to be his guide. The door he met was one much like the portcullis at Weikis own 
inner fortress. Except this one seemed to have hinges all over the place, designed to be able fo open litte sections 
of itself as well as the whole thing 

And lke before, Custos followed the same procedure. 


‘Ich meine Sie keinen schaden," he called softly. 


The gate rattled, folding open like metallic origami Before him, Markus stood, half-marvelling at the things he saw 
inside his own head. Behind and around him stood a fortress constructed of bass strings, the tools of a butcher's 
trade, amps and the stone walls any well-built citadel would have. 

"You say that fo everyone?" 

"Yes. This is inside your own head, affer all. Im not the ruler here; you are." 

"What can you do in here?" 


‘Nothing without your word" 


Markus extended a hand, then dropped it, remembering the blind one's last words before this new world opened up 
before him. 


‘Can | um.. Can | fake you with me?" 

"Yes. h here, you may touch me." 

The bassist nodded and, upon taking Custos by an arm, proceeded forward into his citadel He couldnt see any of if, 
but Custos heard it. Much lke Weikis own dream-scape, Markus’ citadel was strong and held years, decades of 
glory. Yet, both like and unlike Weikis own, there was a pervading sense of pain Both like and unlike Wekis own, the 
pain was buried beneath layers of stone, yet lay lke an open wound for any Oneironaut to find Custos and Markus 


stopped in an open space, straddling the lne between the glory and the pain 


"You feel if. Dont you?" Markus asked. Something fold him that the tears gathering in his eyes didnt need to be 


seen. Their existence was known anyway. 

‘1 do. | move toward pain in order to try to mend it" 
"Can your" 

"That depends." 

"On what?" 

"You. Hm. The third" 

"hgo.." 

"Yog" 


"This isnt all you can do, is it?" 


"No." 


"want you to." Markus cut himself off Memories flashed by as he thought of them, darting like angry sparrows 
intent on pecking and clawing him up from the inside. Custos waited silently in a sort of limbo, letting the man 


compose himself. 

"lwant us whole. | want to be whole again Can you do it?" 

"That is what | am here for, Markus You are the fourth to now ask me that, in his own way." 

‘Can | ask you something?" 

" Ye s " 

"What did Michi ask?" 

Custos’ silence and a slow bowing of his head was enough of a clue. Markus, although he often played the fool, 
understood. He had seen the venom in Kiske's eyes, heard it in his voice as the entire group finally converged upon 
this place. He recognised his own anger at it, silently confronting it as the feeling made itself known in a stream of 
foul-smelling vapours. The scent of Markus’ anger was a bit lke volcanic sulphur as it passed around them. That 
anger faded as he came to terms with it; the scent drifting off as if carried by a cleansing breeze. 

want us to be whole again, Custos." 

we 

Markus’ last words were the signal. His tone of voice was deliberate, sure and in that, was enough fo tell Custos to 
end the session The world melted off, sluiced away by the water of the real world Custos woke with a twitch and 
another sound of gears and cogs beneath his robe. Markus let out a breath as if someone had kicked him in the 
gut, falling safely back into Andis grp. 


"Shit. Oh, shit..." 


More than one face was pale as they stared at the blind one in their midst. Custos listened fo low, halting German 
as Andi and Markus got to their feet. 


And more than one man found tears in his eyes as they heard Markus Grosskopf relate to them what he had 


experienced 


Follow the Sign 


Letters fo the Dead 
Chapter IZ: Follow the Sign 


"The hangman just stands in the distance 

To be shunned in dismay 

From any cynical feelings, | just shy away 

| won't find my glory, drying in the sun 

There's no appreciation - when the deed is done." 


--Unisonic; When the Deed is Done 


They stood together in a close pair of clusters - Michael Kiske and Kai Hansen stood near Markus Grosskopf and 
Michael Weikath, yet a litte distance separated them. Weikath, Andi Deris and Markus held each other so close 
they nearly embraced. Sascha and Dani stood mirroring Kiske and Hansen until they broke off entirely. They 
approached the shattered tombstone and the blind figure who sat before it like it was an altar to be revered 
Beyond them, in those two clusters, the faintest sounds of whispering and weeping met their ears. Sascha cleared 


his throat. 
"Um. Custos, right?" 


‘Lam Custos," came the response. Sascha listened to the level, smooth timbre of a voice slightly accented in some 


blend of European and American English 
"You said. You said you needed Dani and me." 

' dd And | do." 

"Can we ask why?" Dani spoke up then, finding his voice a Itte unsteady. The drummer frowned, observing 
everything He watched how this short slp of an indvidual moved, listened to how he spoke and examined the 


strangeness that filled the air around him. It felt heavier somehow, as if this fellow carried a weight no one else 


could see. 
"You are his link to the now. You are his reminder." 
"Reminder? Of..what?" Sascha couldn't stop himself from asking 


‘Do you understand him?" Custos stood then - He is short, Dani thought - and turned as if to face them as well 


as he could 


"Weiki?" 

"Yes. Do you understand him? Hs legacy? His past? Hs shadows?" 

"Not. Not really. Sort of, but." Both men stammered now. It was true that they knew ‘academically: They had 
learnt of the Keeper era, and everything after. But beyond human empathy, they still didn’t quite comprehend the 
Why’ behind their band-mates’ occasional oddities. Why Weiki and Markus were so silent about Chameleon. Why 
Weiki always wore that black coat. Why, behind Markus’ gentle eyes, he and Andi both carried the exuberance and 
humour of two people. 

Why the light behind Michael Weikath's startling blue eyes seemed forever muted behind a shadow none of them 
could reach 

"You need to. You need fo understand." 

"What is it you're going to do?" The question came out of Danis mouth before he could stop himself. The drummer, 
lke Sascha, had come to love his place here even though he knew no one could replace what had come before. 
Sascha's words from some time back came to haunt him.. 

Because of course if you joined Helloween after Kai Hansen, you're always like the second guitar player. Thats a 
matter of fact. So theyre legends, they started it. So Michael started it with Hansen, together. Of course you will 
never fake their places and if you dont get if, you must be pretty dumb: 


Custos couldnt see them; Dani knew that. And yet, as he thought back on the words ringing in his head, it felt like 
the blind one could see straight through him. 


‘they started it. 
Sascha was hmself, quiet as he waited for the reply 

‘youre always Ike the second guitar player’ 

"tt depends on what is dscovered With them. With you," Custos’ reply shook them both out of their thoughts 
"Show us What you dd with Markus." 

"You too, Sascha?" 

"Ja | want to know. L. I don't want to lose them | may be second guitarist, but | don't care. Im guitarist with them." 
'S# with me. Since you are both going under, I will ask you to sit back to back" 


Without a word, the two sat as instructed It made sense fo them, after witnessing Markus fall back against Andi 
It might have looked a bit strange, but it was preferable to smacking heads on solid ground. It seemed they had 


only been seated long enough to catch a few deep, steadying breaths before they were thrust into a strange land 


where two worlds melded into one.. 
we 


They stood facing each other across a distance of about twenty feet away. Behind Sascha, stood a smallish but 
quite respectable thing that manifested itself in the kes of a castle that was getting new wings built on. The stone 
and steel here was untamished, unscarred and untouched by the hard times Weikis and Markus’ had been. The 
place showed itself touched with youth that hadnt yet faded away, the whimsy and confidence of a young man 
ready To fake on the world Ih the place's gardens, flowers bloomed in profusion, mirroring the success Sascha had 
found for himself. 


h front of him, his domain was protected by a brick wall with a cast-iron gate. 


A long bridge connected his tand' to Dani's own, which was the same yet different. Older, a litte bigger and built 
almost entirely of all things related to drums, Dani Léble's castle was a percussionists wonderland. It stood strona, 
on foundations of rock and marble. Its protective bailey walls were of the same brick, yet within each, he could 
spot the imprint-relief of drum sticks buried inside, reinforcing the wall that protected his realm. The gates were, 
appropriately, a hinged masterwork of cymbals ranging in size from the greatest gong to the tiniest finger-cymbal 


Sascha and Dani marvelled at their own and each other's castles with appreciative eyes. And between them, 
standing upon that long bridge, was Custos. 


"kh meine Sie keinen schaden," the words came as naturally to Custos as any other he might recite in a ritual lke 


this. He listened as both Sascha and Danis gates opened Both men crossed the bridge to meet him in the middle. 


"What is this? h our heads? Can we go into each other's heads? What do we do if we don't want anyone in our 
heads?" The questions came at Custos from both angles and affer a moment, he raised a blue hand for silence. 


"Yes. These are manifestations within your own minds - ‘translated’, if you will, into things and places you best 
understand and relate to. The ‘castle motif is a common one. You can open your gates and usher someone inside if 
you so desire. Or, keep them closed and.most will not enter." 


" Most?" Dani asked 


‘Most. There are a few who don't care, and are powerful enough to simply slp through, or outright bring your walls 


down" 
‘lm guessing you have that kind of power..to do that," Sascha said nervously. 
do. But | follow a code of ethics" 


‘Lnever knew there was such a thing Did you, Dani?" 


"Nein. So, um.. You get into Weikis head lke this? You sounded earlier lke you've done this before with him." 
| have." 
‘Do you know his thoughts?" 


‘Only what he allows me to know. The same with you. Here, | am essentially, powerless. Ethics hold me to this, 
dictating that the house of the ‘you' is just as the house you live in It is yours. F | am not allowed in, | will not go 


in" 

‘And if you do go in when not allowed, its like...Like a thief breaking in?" 

"Yes, Dani Precisely." 

"Do you have a house like this? Like us?" 

1 do, Sascha.. But its.. Different. | am different." 

"We want to stay with Weki and the guys. We dont want to break up. We dont want Helloween to break up." 
"Æ the ideal situation arises, as | hope it shall, no one shall need to go anywhere." 

"How?" 


"Will you allow me fo show your" 


'Er.. Ja," Sascha blushed and smiled a little as Danis hand came up to smack him lightly on the back of his head. 
The guitarist had nodded at first, forgetting the uselessness of a visual cue to the figure standing with them. 


‘Give me your left hand." 

we 

The real world: seemed to fade in, melting their inner worlds away as if a painter had thrown water over a freshly 
completed painting that didn’t meet the painter's expectations. Reality bled in until they found themselves 
completely back’ at Waldfriedholf. Above them, they found the rest of Helloween standing by, staring a bit and 
smiling They bent, pulling their band-mates to their feet 

"Holy hell," breathed Sascha 


"That was.. Um. | don’t fucking know," echoed Dani 


‘Guys? Whats that on you?" Andi peered at them, seeming fo want fo get a look at their hands. Sascha and Dari 


locked eyes with each other and lifted their left hands as one. 


There, glittering faintly, lay a tattoo-lke mark on the undersides of each man's wrist. A seven-pointed star 
superimposed with a key stared up at them. 


"What the..? Custos?" Weikts voice raised a little. Some instinct in him called to the stranger as he rose to his feet 
Although his touch was infinitely gentle, Custos felt himself lifted clear off the ground by the front of his robe in a 
grp that suggested both a steel-trap hold and a hand that held something fragile. 

"What dd you do to them?" 

"Ah. The mark They do not want to leave your side. | am taking precautions" 

"What do you mean? Talk" 

ttt depends on you" 

Me?" Weikath trembled a little, blushed, then put Custos down He da't however, let go of the blind one's robe 
"Yes You. I now have two desires to fulfil You want someone back They do not want to leave you" 


"They let you into their heads?" 


For a moment. The mark is latent and will only act as a guide, if all goes to plan You want someone back, do you 
note" 


"L. ldo. But | dont.” Weikath trailed off. Hs seemingly cold facade was cracking as the guitarist began to truly face 
the choice that was being laid out before him. 


A Death in the Family 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter B: A Death in the Family 


"Where did | go wrong? | lost a friend 
Somewhere along in the bitterness 

And | would have stayed up with you all night 
Had | known how to save a life." 

--The Fray; How fo Save a Life 


The sun was setting on Waldfriedholf Volksdorf, on the people gathered there. 


Long shadows were cast as Kai Hansen and Michael Kiske approached Helloween They had seen on the outside, 
what seemed to be just guys sitting with each other. They observed how the others seemed to surround Weiki and 
Markus. How close Weiki now stood fo that stranger called Custos, lke some protective giant looming over a new- 
found treasure. 

Ht didnt stop Kiske from raising a hand 

It didn't stop that hand trom belting Weikath across the face with enough force to bring a lp to bleed Like a felled 
tree, Weikath met the ground but he shook his head and returned fo his feet without a word Eyes blazed He 
nudged Custos back, a little behind him, easily. Not so easily shaken off were Markus’ and Andis hands now holding 


the man back from retaliation 
"Nothing has changed, has it?" His fone was somewhere between an arctic hiss and one of exhaustion 
"You ruined me. You killed him. | still fucking hate you," Kiske spat. 


‘Mich, dont! We didnt come here for this," Kai finally spoke up as fears welled in his eyes. He found the others of 
Helloween staring at him. Sascha turned his gaze away and offered Weiki a kerchief for his Ip. 


‘I did. He ruined us. And you. You just walked away when you couldnt handle it. You abandoned us," The accusation 
came out of Kiske's mouth as efficiently as a bowman's arrows. And those arrows hit home. Indifference shadowed 
Kiske's face as he watched tears spill from Kai Hansen's eyes. 

4 didnt." 


"You did You left us." 


Silence met the bald man then. Kai Hansen faced him, faced the others and didnt seem to care that the tears 


showed no signs of stopping Someone cut through that silence and it took a moment to recognise that it was two 


voices, speaking almost as one. Markus’ signature husk was deepened so much that his English almost failed him 
completely. Weik's own voice was a cracking whisper. 

The walls of control were sipping. 

Custos stepped around, moving carefully to stand between what he judged to be the two factions - Helloween on 
one side and Kai with Kiske on the other. 


"E is time. You, Kiske, is it? You. Markus. And Weikath. You are at the centre. Sit with me. Kai Hansen? Were you 


on the inside or the outside?" 

"l don’t know what you mean," Kai spoke quietly through his tears. 

‘Did you see what they did?" 

"No. LI left before..before..." Hs voice failed hm then Custos found his way to Kai and offered a careful hand He 
didn't move as the taller man broke down, letting the German cry as he needed to. This was a complex wound, 
Custos knew then. A wound that spread like a disease, affecting many more than he had anticipated When Kais 
tears subsided, Custos set a chilly fone of voice toward Kiske. 

"k this what you wanted? Does it please your" 

Custos never saw Kiske's eyes widen or his face go pale. The singer shuddered visibly. What was shown in the blind 
one’s voice was shown in the angry glares of five other men Weiki, Markus and Andi stared Kiske down with the 
tury they knew close at hand Sascha and Dani backed their mates, although they were more detached They 
hadn't seen what the others had 


"You will stay here, Kiske. You will see, from the outside in Kai Hansen You too, will see from the outside in 


Sascha? Dari? You two. On the outside yet withn, | need you" 
"What do you need us fo do?" 

"Catch them. Be at their backs You understand now why?" 
"Ja" 


"Mm, ja. But, um.. It sounds like you will open up somebody's head and let us all actually see that. Can you..do 
that? Is it right?" 


"F Markus and Weikath permit me to, then yes. If not, we shall separate here and now." 


"Custos?" Markus called He and Andi had let go of Weik; yet the lanky guitarist stood as if he carried a load too 
much for him to bear. The wordless look in his pale eyes was enough for the bassist to speak up. 


"Yes?" 


‘Look after him, okay? Im fine, but he's not so fine." 

Custos nodded As it was, the dream-walker had felt the raw edge of Markus’ own pain dulled a little, unlike his 
partner. The whole needed to be dealt with, but he acknowledged Markus’ wisdom - Michael Weikath lay at the 
centre of it, bore the brunt of an event that had spiralled out of control He didn't need to see to know that the 


fall man in question was now staring down at him. 

‘Do you wish fo proceed? You do not have To if you do not wish to." 

"No, L | want fo." 

‘Are you certain? This will not be lke other dives." 

"You mean they'll see everything?" 

"They wil. They must." 

"Can | still?" 

‘Michael Weikath. | need you to hear me. What | am proposing requires much from you. If | am to do as you ask of 
me, all things must be understood Nothing can remain hidden. Iwill not be easy. It will likely be quite painful. You 
asked me fo help you. Wil you trust me fo lance the wound? Will you trust them to catch you?" 

Weiki made a sound something like a stifled sob. What he had intended to come out as words, came out instead as 
a husked, held-back cry. The dream-walker found the guitarists hand on his shoulder. He took a risk, embracing the 
faller man then. 

1 will not let you down," he whispered 

‘Make it stop hurting, Custos." 

"Then sit with me." 

Custos backed away, keeping every movement, everything in his voice as gentle as possible. He listened as the 
others slowly sat on the ground or stood behind their band-mates. Configured as they were, they all took the 
appearance of a kind of vigi. At the centre, Custos sat before hgo's shattered grave. Weiki sat to Custos’ right and 
Markus to his left. Andi first stood resolutely behind Weki as Dani took a place behind Markus. Sascha stepped up 
then, wordlessly offering to act as Weikis spotter. It made sense, in terms of size. 


Andi sat on his knees a bit behind Custos as he watched Kai and Kiske stand opposite him. 


"Andi Deris Yes?" 


"Im behind you." 


"Ah, there you are. Do you wish fo go under, or remain on the outside? You stand, as | understand it, somewhere 


half-way. Correct?" 
Kind of. | didn't see everything but..what | was there for was enough." 


"Then | will entrust you with these," It appeared from nowhere. Custos’ blue hands lifted, pulling a tangle of silvery 
rope trom somewhere no one could see. It looked like a magician's stage trick but no one asked Custos felt the 
eyes on him as seven of these ropes were placed upon the shattered stone. Each of the seven ‘ends’ acted of 
their own volition, melting like hot metal into the stone, anchoring itself 


‘Each end belongs to one of you. Take hold of it and do not let go. If you do, you will be barred from re-entering 
or witnessing what will take place. When | begin, do not touch me. Understood?" 


A chorus of affirmation met his ears. Although they now fell silent, save for the soft sounds of crying from Kai 
Hansen and now, Weikath, no one asked why an eighth silver line hung from Custos’ front like it had grown out of 
him. With each line held in the hands of its respective musician, the world around them seemed fo grow a little 
fuzzy, as if fog and white noise took over their surroundings. Sound and smell became distorted, flickering in white 
noise one moment, then silence the next Wafts of scent drifted about in an ever-changing kaleidoscope. Coffee 
drifted by, tailing behind a faint smell of oranges. That was, like the sounds of silence and noise a changing constant 
as mint ghosted by with the sound of someone weeping 

A surreal not-world was with them until the sound of drums filled the space.. 


we 
They stood together on a strange expanse of ground, in a strange city. Ahead, Weik’s citadel loomed like a great 
mountain. Flanking it, Markus’ own stood as grand as his partner's. And to the right, connected by a shattered 
bridge, a ruin shadowed them. It was smaller than the other two but it glittered with the broken remnants of its 
own golden age. Above them, a sky of swirling, deep blue illuminated this place. 

"I see mine.. Weiki?" 


"That one. It.Ht's mine." 


Their voices were hushed, hitched a little as each man took in his mate's landscape. h here, nothing was hidden and 


their gates lay wide open to each other. h here, Markus frowned and physically turned Weiki to face him. 
"Why dant you fell me it still hurt so much?" 
"How could I? We.. We had to keep going." 


‘Ja, we did But.maybe we could have gone another way. You were close fo disbanding us when Ihgo..um.." Markus 


trailed off Custos found them by touch and laid a hand on each man's arm. 
"Hs time." 
"Where do we..°" Markus started to ask 


"There. We have to go there, don't we?" Wekis voice echoed with a trace of fear. He knew Custos couldn't see the 
gesture of his hand, indicating the ruined place to the right. He knew what it was and where it was. I was part of 
his fortress, yet it was the part he had refused fo go near for the last twenty years. 


"Yes. Im sorry. Do you want to back out?" 
"Can we go back in if?" 


‘ts unlikely. Ive never gone in this deep, Mr. Weikath. It's a bit harder than even | expected I will not le to you, but 


the choice is ultimately yours." 

"Im. | won't go in alone, will I? Everything, itll be seen, won't it?" 

"Yes. Whether you proceed with or without me, everything will be seen." 
"' want.. | want you to go with me. Can Markus come?" 

"Yoo" 

‘Okay, Weiki Come on" 


They walked across a barren stretch of cold, stony earth, passing by their own magnificent yet scarred citadels, 
turning along their path to meet the great ruin head-on. Below, the ground had begun to shimmer in faint gold light 
As they neared the ruin, they saw what Custos could not: It lay in sad disrepair. Stones cracked What was once 
elegant amber-gold paint lay chpped and dull. Banners hung like tattered rags stained in rusty-red old blood Broken 
windows looked down lke unteeling eyes and wood accents hung by threads, rotting away before their eyes. This 
was once a citadel itself, a place so strongly attached to its counterparts that there was a disturbing quality about 
the stone here. 

Where there was once a solid, dependable bridge of gleaming marble, something ‘other’ lay in its place. Like the 
citadel stones it had grown from, the bridge stones displayed a trait that made both men turn their backs for a 
moment. 

Water didn't leak from the stones. Rain wasn't falling 

The stones bled, leaking a slow stream that had, were they compared to a wound on flesh, bled for a very long 


time. 


It wasn't silent here either. Drums echoed like distant thunder over a faint, soul-twisting wail that never seemed to 


cease. The sound persisted, laying down wordless accusations and crying names no one heard 


Weiki stopped cold 

' cant go in there. | can't go in there." 

"tt looks Ike we got to, Weki' 

' cant | cant, Markus Don't make me go in there." 


"This is the wound. Isn't it?" Custos spoke quietly, feeling the dull wind around them and listening carefully to the 
sounds. Close by, he heard Michael Weikath's voice crack. He heard tears fall And he heard an echo. 


"L couldn't.Not again!" 

A voice close to crying suddenly rose. Hs whisper became a hard shout from somewhere deep within Icy eyes 
blazed and in a shot, the fall guitarist ran into the place that frightened him most. There was no door for him to 
open - he ran through an entranceway whose door had fallen off a long time ago. Dust plumed up behind his 
pounding feet and Markus had no choice but to pick Custos up and carry him so that he could fully run and catch 
up to his band-mate. 

Markus Grosskopf followed the echo of Weiki's voice roaring out the name. 


‘go / " 


Walls of Jericho 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 4: Walls of Jericho 


"With everything | dd | was the one who laughed 
Yes | was always fall and smiled 

Yes everything | did | thought would always last 
And | felt always strong inside 


Somewhere along the way | lost the key for it 
But | was always true inside 

Somewhere inside myself Im praying for a bit 
Of what was always open wide." 


--Michael Kiske; Always 


‘Sweet Jesus!" The whisper from Sascha's voice faded into the silence. He watched with the others as Custos took 
Markus and Weiki under: Whatever that had meant, he learned swiftly enough Around him, the others gaped in a 
kind of horritied fascination as something unfolded before them all 


It appeared like a hologram, rushing up like a fountain from the shattered stone as a main source; tributaries 
branching out and in from the three who sat seeming entranced It was thus that the eerie hologram-lke world 
opened up. They were witness to what lay inside the heads of men they knew, men they loved, men they once 
shared glory and pain with 


‘had no idea.." Dani choked out a whisper of his own, not entirely able to wrap his head around what he was 
witnessing 


Kai Hansen fell fo his knees, unable to tear his eyes away from the tableau before him. 
wie 


‘Sorry about that," Markus blushed a little as he crossed into the ruin. Slowing down enough to put Custos on his 
feet, the bassist cracked a half-smile. 


"You had to do what was practical Dont worry about it. We are inside now.. | can hear it." 
"Mm-hmm. Weiki? Weikil" Markus called The bassist took hold of Custos’ arm. He was unaccustomed to playing 


sighted-quide but the dream-walker didn't correct him. Now wasnt the time, and if he had to run, at least he didn't 
have fo worry about his own grp failing 


They caught up with Weikath in a cavernous main hall. The floor lay cracked beneath them and, like the stone 
outside, the marble here leaked slow runnels of dark blood. It stained the walls a reddish bronze. Broken tables lay 
in shambles among tangled, tattered cloths. Decorative statues stood in broken remains, as if they had been 
battered by cannonballs. Everywhere, instruments lay in various states of disrepair. Guitars stood with limp, broken 
strings and cracked necks. They followed Weki in silence as he walked, proceeding up a once-grand, sweeping 
staircase. Drum heads lay torn and yellowed with age. Sticks clattered down the stairs as their feet brushed them 


aside. And more than once, clarinets lay with missing frogs or rotting reeds 


"You doing okay, Weiki?" Markus asked 


n" n" 


«NO. 


They walked through one of the few ntact doors. As they crossed the threshold into another space, faint melodies 
could be heard. Drifting in and out, the melodies echoed off of a strange phenomenon in this new room: Rain fell 
Rain fell indoors as they proceeded Weki lifted a hand Markus and Custos stopped One watched and the other 
listened as Weiki approached a dilapidated armoir. Its door opened to his touch and from it, emerged an onslaught of 
images and words. The words hung like ink in mid-air, projected with the voices of who spoke those words. 


The show in Hroshima was going well at first. Thunder issued from the drum kit as the band played one of their 
most loved pieces. Eagle Fly Free rocked the house and those in attendance cried their appreciation. The place was 
half-filled, die-hard fans coming where others shunned the new album Helloween had produced They sequed into 


one of their new ‘Chameleon’ pieces, playing until a great crash, then silence, greeted them. 


"What the.? Oh, God, hang on Ingo? Ingo, can you hear me?" Weiki and Markus turned to find their drummer 
hanging lmp over his own kit. A few toms had been knocked over and three cymbals lay like fallen towers 


"Shit. Ahem. Ladies and gentlemen, please stay calm.." Roland and Kiske stood in front, trying to act as a shield 
Now, they had to keep the audience's eyes on them. Now, they had fo ensure calm was maintained even as the 
sounds of sirens drew near. 


--Flash! The chaos of the stage shattered away, replaced by the sterile hospital room. Ingo Schwichtenberg lay 
shaking his head at the words that came out of the physicians mouth-- 


‘lm sorry. You are very sick. This is what | must recommend fo you," she spoke with the clinical detachment only 
a veteran physician could master. She had to steel herself against the broken look in the drummer's warm brown 
eyes as the prognosis came. She could change nothing The diagnostics, the MRI scans had been clear: She looked 


into the eyes of a schizophrenic as his world came crashing down 


--Flash! The world changed again. Unlike the last images, which Weiki could maintain some detachment with, this one 
was different. It swallowed them up in if, immersing them in floating-ink words, the sound of a telephone ringing and 
two men crying for what they were both losing-- 


"you can't! God, please, you can't do this. Im trying so hard, so hardi L. | cant lose you" 

| know! Will you fucking Isten to me, please? | cant let you get hurt any more with ths I can't Youd only get 
sicker! That's the last thing Id want to see, Ingo. To hell with the stage, damn iH I cant let any of us go up there 
when one of us, any one of us, is sick like this Hs too much Hd kill you." 

‘tm dead without you Im dead without.without us 

"| can't do anything. Im trying to help you To.keep you safe. So you can maybe get better" 

"So.. Maybe I could come back?" 

| dont know." A sigh 'I dont know if thatd be wise. This is your health at stake here, and." 

"You didn't hear me, dd you?" 

dd | heard you perfectly.” 

"Then. Why are you doing this to me? Or does it all mean anything to you" 

"tt does, Ingo, it does! „| can't stand the thought of you being hurt or something Youre sick Youve got to have the 


right help and | cant do that. | don’t know how. Im.. Im not a doctor.. Id rather you be alive and getting better. 
Hate me forever if you like for that but. | want Mr. Smile back." 


The memory deepened its thrall on those inside and those outside. Markus and Custos seemed fo fall forward as 
the Weiki with them dissolved like sugar in water. The world around them melted, much lke the candle-wax 
meltdown of the first dream Custos had fallen into. 4 muddled into a swirl of words, sound and indistinct colour 
that felt like metal, tile and concrete. Colour and sound that somehow smelled of coffee, pizza and drum shine. 
For a while, neither Markus nor Custos could speak - they couldn't breathe, feeling as if they were immersed in ink 
and the words themselves. 


Total immersion in that inky, formless sea was a preferred purgatory compared to what they were dropped into. 
When this inner world re-formed, Markus and Custos found themselves standing in a place that somehow took a 
typical household loo, a train station, a studio and a kind of dungeon, mashing it all together into a red-hazed hell of 
its own. 


"W-Weki? Custos, what is this?" Markus‘ voice was small yet it echoed off of the walls. He shivered 


"This. This is." Custos held his breath for a few seconds, listened then exhaled shakily. "This is deeper than lve ever 
dared to go." 


"Where is this’? Where is Weiki?" 


"Were in the deepest reaches of his own head He's here, all around us. You're familiar with the Freudian school of 
psychology? The id, ego and super-ego?" 


Kind of." 
"This is. The ld The Ego. ls there a passage forward?" 


"Mm-hmm. We go down it?" 


"Yes. There isn’t any turning back now for me. | can get you out while we stand here. This is the darkest heart of 
the wound, Markus," Custos’ voice had taken on a thread of real fear. As ground-breaking as his experiments were 


designed to be, even he hadnt fathomed on reaching something this deep for a long while yet. 
"Mmm. Hi go with We've been friends for too long | warned him before, he's stuck with me." 


Custos nodded silently and at that, the two proceeded Down the red-hazed hall, they walked and listened Markus 
took in the blood-coloured scrawlings on the walls and though he said nothing of them, he had a feeling Custos 


heard the words. The blind one's voice contirmed his suspicions 
"The burden is heavy." 


For Custos, it was the sound for Markus, it was the sight of the words getting bloodier, as if getting fresher, newer 
as they moved forward and it wasn't long until the bassist began to hear what Custos heard in whispers all along 
The whispers grew, separating themselves into two distinct voices that both sounded like Weiki Markus picked up 
the pace as the two rounded a corner. The hall ended in a chamber, and within it, the line between which was a 
mere shade and which was a living man blurred 


There, residing in this room, were two Michael Weikaths 


The first of these two was a harsh, brutal man He stood tall and imposing, clad in leather that seemed as blood- 
soaked as the walls the surrounded all present. Hs hair flew about in wild, unkempt tangles and lines cragged his 
face, giving him the appearance of being carved out of rough stone. Piercing eyes were like chips of ice, without an 
ounce of caning in them. On his back, a twisted, warped guitar hung; the instrument itself a vile parody of his 
profession. 

This was a man who had learned not to care. 


And he stalked his counterpart lke a sadistic predator, waiting to savour the inflicting of pain 


The second of these two was in total opposition to the horrific man towering before the bassist and his blind 
companion This man's face was a litte care-worn yet the features were softened by some innate gentleness. 
Where the other had wild tangles of hair, this one's hair was soft and in that familiar side-flop hairstyle. What 
should have been a sharp jaw lne was lent an almost boyish touch when this man tried to smile; the expression 
itself a mixture of gentle humour and a lingering grief. And once more, unlike the dark man that towered above 
him as he sat on the floor, his pale blue eyes shone with warmth 


A faint echo of a joke whispered by and he laughed. 

Markus almost stepped forward but found himself held back by Custos’ hand. 

"They can't see us," he whispered Markus peered down at him and found tears in the useless eyes of the dream- 
walker. One listened and the other watched as ghost-lke wisps fitted about. They formed, dissolved and formed 
again on the echo of voices and broken words. Over it all, they stood frozen, unable yet fo stop what they bore 
witness To. 

tm sorry, we can't find him. '.went missing.. Weiki? Weik, are you there? Pick up! 

Markus recognised his own voice in the flight of shattered-glass wraiths around him. And then, wielded in the hand 
of that disfigured, wild-haired Weiki, a whip came down on his trembling counterpart. The space echoed with 
memory and word blended into a single stroke. 

He was found dead at the tracks’ How dare you. Its your fault! You just cut him loose.’ 

Crack! 

"You never did enough Its your own damn fault. Silence! You never took responsibilty. Fucking useless, you are, 
aren't you? You cant hack if," the red one growled. h Markus‘ mind, he dubbed it Evil Weiki The whip came down 
again, punctuated by low, moaning cries 

Crack! Crack! 

"Thats not true! | tried! For six hours, | tried | didnt mean.." 

Crack! 

"You didn't give a shit at all Just took on Uli and it was history rewritten" 

Crack! 

".God, no. No, that's not. Ingo named us. | had to keep us going..for all of us. For him." 


Crack! 


‘Liar! You twisted liar. Arrogant. Hack. You unfeeling automaton. Cold fish! Cold, you should've left. Not him. You 
stole his life away! y 


Crack! A telephone rang Voices chattered at the end of several lines and a train horn echoed faintly in a distance 


none of them could see. 


Do you have another option” ‘There's no way out.’ 
Crack! 
‘Weiki, hgo's dead 


The last echo of words seemed fo unleash the Evil Weiks full ferocity. No longer were the cracks of his whip slow 
and calculated They rained down on his counterpart in a sick imitation of Falling Rain. Hs victim curled in on himself, 
wailing out loud now as the sound of a door slam echoed by. Markus shuddered, reminded of what Weikath himself 
had described upon reacting to the news 

Another door slammed shut and a lock roughly turned into place - the sound was loud, right behind them. 


Words dissolved into a single blood-curdling, howling roar and the world shook around them. 
we 


Outside, more than one man shivered The weather hadnt gone cold, no. Andi and the others stared on at what 
they were presented with None yet had let go of his silvery line, but each face the singer observed looked worse 
than the one before. Dani and Sascha looked an unhealthy green, like they wanted to hurl Briefly, the singer 


watched one lean to the other, whispering 
‘Dani, | think Im going to be sick." 


Michael Kiske had dropped to the ground, tears falling from his eyes. Andi listened as he recognised Kiske and Kai 
Loth speaking. 

The redhead himself was pale, covered in sweat and the words that came from his mouth sounded like he had 
trouble breathing. To say nothing of speaking It was this that blended his voice with Kiske's own. Andi almost didn't 
care that he had a hard time identifying which voice belonged to whom at this point. Hs words were almost lost in 


the turmoil 
‘Oh, God.. Oh, Jesus. | didnt.. | can't believe |. Im sorry. Shit, Wek, | had no idea. Im sorry, Im sorry." 


"Weiki, you heard all of that.. You didn't. | didn’t know. | didn't have a clue. Im sorry, please God, Im sorry. And, 
why did no one fell me?" 


‘lm getting them out. Im going to wake them up. This. Its too much" 


"Wake them up. God, please wake them up." 


Wake Us When.. 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter B: Wake Us When. 


‘Say how many of us ded 

h the streams of light 

Faceless bodies, morbid cries 

Doomed our colonies 

Wake us when you've healed the world." 

--Helloween; Mission Motherland (The Time of the Oath) 


"wake them up. God please, wake them up!" 


The words faded into their awareness as Markus and Wekki blearily opened their eyes. No one said a word about 
the tears which coursed down their faces. Andi shook them once more fo ensure they were indeed awake and 
offered a watery smile down at them. At once, the silver cords each man held onto dissolved away and the 
images that had been projected out shattered like glass into the still air. 


"I had no idea," Kiske whispered 


The group came together then, as Markus and Weiki shakily stood They backed away, huddling close to each other 
yet leaving an empty space therein It was an interminable time they stood there, silently letting collective tears 
fall from their eyes. Weikis blue eyes had lost much of their icy edge, rimmed as they were in red from his tears 
Silence reigned as he broke from the group and unsteadlly approached the still, and apparently recumbent, Custos 


‘He's not waking up," His words came out in a rough husk. 
"He said not to touch him, Weiki," Andi reminded 
"He's not waking up." 


The others watched on, unsure of what to do themselves. Andi was right - Custos had asked them not to touch 
him once the dream-dive had begun. But now? Weiki eyed the remaining silver cord that hadn't vanished as the 
rest of them woke. It still dangled there, as if a limp appendage from Custos’ front. Weiki lifted a hand and gave 
Custos’ shoulder a shake. 

lime seemed fo slow down the second the man touched him. 

The silver cord dangling like a vine shot forth as if it had a life of its own, burying itself right through the guitarists 
beating heart. Eerily enough, the puncture was quite bloodless and left no discernible mark even as the force of it 
all knocked both of them to the ground Markus was the first to race forward, at least to ensure his band-mate's 


head didn't hit the concrete. Crouched as he was, the bassist adjusted himself so Weikis head ended up pillowed on 
his lap. 


1 fold you not to touch me." 

The whisper seemed fo roll lke a rounded echo through the air and as it faded, a low moan issued from the prone 
guitarist. His eyes opened wide. Hs teeth bared as if the man was exerting unimaginable force. Custos still didnt 
move, yet his words came out clearly fo those in his company. They on the outside heard the words, never seeing 
what transpired between the guitarist and the oneironaut 

1 fold you not to touch me." 

‘You weren't waking up. What was | supposed to do?” 

1 expected you to retum home with those who support you. There are some things you are not meant to see.’ 
Like what? What is it you'll do? What will happen now?" 

‘That isn’t for me to decide. Not entirely.’ 

‘Who will decide? 

‘The Conclave. And the one you lost 

t.dngo.' 

Correct’ 

‘You.. But he's dead. How will you - ' 

‘The dreaming world is not the only place | can go." 

What's this thing in me? 

‘That is a Silver Cord! 

Whats it do? 

‘You touched me. Touching me activated a Comection: 
1 don't get it 


‘The Conclave will determine its meaning. Tell it fo let go.’ 


Just..tell it fo get out of me” 

Yes’ 

H won't hurt, will it? 

1 dont know. You will not bleed’ 

Okay. Let go of me.’ 

Weiki woke with a short, sharp yelp. He sat up as if woken from a nightmare. Markus offered a smile and the two 
got fo their feet. Custos followed suit shortly after them. Sascha stalked forward then, towering over Custos. An 
angry glare set his face into an expression of protective rage. 

"What the hell was that? Why did you make him endure that? What are you really after? Tell me!" 

"You are hostile without reason" 

Sascha and the others found themselves staring at another figure. It seemed to fade into existence behind Custos 
İt was attired much as Custos himself was; however its long robe stood out as a stony grey and the figure itself 
towered above all of them. It stood a looming eight feet, staring down at them with a face shrouded in shadow. 
"Who the hell are you?" Sascha snapped. The others clustered in their groups - Markus, Andi and Dani surrounded 
Weikath as Kiske and Kai stood side by side. No one seemed to object as the two edged in, closing some of the 
distance between them. 


"The Conclave. | am one of the Conclave. Custos is ours to direct" 


‘ff | may?" Weikath’s voice never did need to raise and the rule proved true once again Although he looked pale, 
shaken, he stared at the grey-robed figure without fear. 


"You touched him," it intoned Although it didn’t seem to move, Weki felt its penetrating stare and met it with one 


of his own 
"He wasn't waking up." 
‘Noted The Cord placed your will into record It will be done. Go. The Oneironaut will remain here." 


"But - " 


‘Go. Be in company of those with you" The grey one's tone took on something that commanded obedience. It 
watched impassively as the group slowly dwindled Kai and Kiske left shortly behind Helloween; the whole group 


whispering uncertainly amongst themselves. The grey figure stood in cold, indifferent silence until it stood alone with 
Custos. When it was certain the two were alone, the being slowly lifted a hand. The sleeve of its robe pulled back 
upon the movement, revealing a gaunt hand, fingers tipped in wicked talons. 


The hand alone curled, extending a single finger in an accusation no one heard 

we 

İt was by silent agreement that they ended up at Markus’ house. filing in, the group found themselves seated in his 
living room with a silence that hung heavily in the air. None of them was sure how to proceed, who should speak 
first. Markus kept a hand on Weik’s shoulder as the lanky guitarist sat on the floor; his shoulders hunched low. Hs 


quiet expression showed a slow regaining of his usual control that couldn't hide the pain that had been lain naked for 
them all fo see. 


"Weiki. Im sorry," Kai fnally broke that silence, wiping yet another tear away, 
Hs okay," Wekis voice sounded as exhausted as the rest of hm looked 

"No, its not Look. I really am sorry. Whatever this Custos guy is doing, | want hm to do it" 
"You asked him too?" 


‘Ja. | met him after, um." Kai trailed off. All eyes turned fo Kiske. The bald man bowed his head, his face flushing 
red. 


‘Why did you do it?" Markus found himself asking the question, compelling Kiske to look him in the eye. 


"L. | blamed him. | was.. Angry. Scared Fucking shattered, all right? Somebody was taken away..forever. And he's in 
hell and - " 


"Im not so sure about that," Dani broke in 


"We all lost somebody!" Weiki snapped. Almost overpowering Danis words, he shot an apologetic look toward the 


drummer. 


"I know. | just. What aren't you sure about?" Kiske turned toward Dani then Belief clashed violently with everything 
he'd only just seen with his own eyes. 


Even if its true.. might not be. What do any of us know about, um.. You know. The afterlife?" He let that sink in 
as silence fell again It was true, while they all held their own beliefs, the only way to find out what any afterlife 
possibility was like was fo actually die. And as far as any of them knew, death was a one-way street - you 
couldn't die and then return to hife. 

Could you? 


‘He fold me he could make it stop hurting." The whisper had them all staring. Weiki spoke as if he wasnt entirely 
there; as if he was relating a memory while re-living it all over again "For twenty years, its been hurting 
Nightmares. | have nightmares. And | keep hearing it all over again And then | heard him. He just.kind of fell in | 
thought it wasn't real Just another stupid dream I had to get through or wake up trom. Then you, Kiske." 


"Wek; Im sorry. Im.. | was wrong. Its all wrong," Kiske bit his tongue fo stop himself as Weiki raised a hand 


‘ts..all been wrong But maybe this Custos guy can help me make it all right again." 


Spark, Tenebrous 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter lb: Spark, Tenebrous 


"All mysteries are not miracles Not even in this religion" 


--Dame Vaako; The Chronicles of Riddick 


He stood calmly, facing his taller companion with an unnerving detachment. While Custos felt a distant sense of 
annoyance, he understood well who and what he was dealing with Memories flickered across his mind as the 
accusation came down 

"You are out of place," the voice intoned. Its gaunt, taloned hand pointed down like a hand of judgement. 

‘Lam not. You Called me to do what I do. | am doing it," Custos calmly retorted 

"You will not do this." 

"Watch me." 

"You cannot change the past." 

"F | must change the past to make the present right, | will. They asked me fo." 

The figure glared down at him. Its hidden face was cast into faint light as its eyes took on a haunting amber-gold. 
The lines of its face stood now in stark contrast - it wasnt human, this face. Gaunt cheekbones drew a skeletal 
feature to frame a long, hooked nose and a peculiarly ridged, up-swept brow line. ts mouth had no lps and as it 
spoke, a forked tongue flicked out, giving a hint to shark-like teeth. The beings equally skeletal hand opened to 
reveal six fingers cupped as if to grasp the air itself. 

"You are not of these beings." 

‘Lam not Few humans have shown me their worth" 

‘Most have tried to end you." 


"I know, Vigilem." 


"will not ask you why. The task must be done. At what point in Time do you so insist upon changing?" 


"You changed your mind," Custos drew back, skeptical 

‘Little escapes you, when you can hear it. We are not alone." 

‘Do you want them with us?" 

‘No. The connection made is dissolved yet the will remains intact. You are prepared for what will come?" 
‘Have you the knowledge | am required to present?" 

"H will be there with you. We do not need fo inform you that a price will be paid - " 

‘Spare me your twisted legalities. Tricksy bastards, you owe me this one for the fiasco in Osirath" 


"Conceded For now. You are a hard one fo deal with, Veldrothian," The one called Vigilem lifted the hand held in its 
cupped pose and spread its six fingers out. Light coalesced at the palm like a tiny star and shot forward For a 
moment, the light exploded into a blinding flash. When that light died down, there was a strange, rippling space 
hanging in the air - one might have likened it to an activated Stargate, minus the gate itself. 


"Youre one to talk" 


‘Go. | will send the others when the time comes. You must do your part and halt the Steel Tormentor. The one 


you have named is accounted for." 
‘Right. Not the detailed types." 


‘Stratosians are who we are. | depart," Vigilem left with as little fanfare as it had come, fading out of sight like 


mist in a moming sun 


Custos turned, listening to the gently swishing of the new portal that had been created He took a breath and 
walked foward it with a resolution he hadn't felt in a long time. Memories briefly flashed across his thoughts - the 
war in Osirath had been a hard affair to clean up. Since then, Custos reflected, he had been allowed to move with 
more freedom to do his job And since then, the Council had agreed that they owed him a favour. 

No time like the present to call it down 

There was little use in trying to explain fo them just how and why this was the favour. Why Michael Weikath, 
Markus Grosskopf, Kai Hansen and Ingo Schwichtenberg were held so highly - words and scrying pools on individuals 
meant little to the Stratosians. Custos smiled darkly as he stopped a mere pace away from the newly-created 
door. Stratosians only looked on events that made cosmic mpacts, events that tore magnificent star systems 
apart or tore such a hole into time and fate itself that they had to intervene. 

And they had him. Custos. The one who could hear an individual's cry through the chaos of a Multiverse. 


Custos stepped through, silently hoping none were there fo see it. 
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It was a transition he almost didnt feel He held his breath for a moment to get his bearings and stepped aside as 
a door opened behind him. Custos listened to the small bits of speech he could understand A small sigh of relief 
escaped him - he stood outside the last door his quarry had walked through. The short, shrouded being began to 
walk away from the place. With the weight of a backpack on his shoulders and the faint warmth of an early 
March sun on his face, he took his steps carefully - he had to walk from here to Ground Zero without fail 

He didn't typically give a damn about timing but today was different. 

Today, he could not be late. 


He saw nothing of the city he walked through, merely listened fo anything he could understand in order to get to 
where he was going. The name ‘Friedrichsberg" drifted by on the voice of a woman chattering with her sister about 
a train ticket. Custos picked up his pace a little and made a left turn 

And caught himself on an unexpected step downward. 


"Careful, ja?" A voice from somewhere above him spoke. Custos matched it to the touch of a slender hand on his 
shoulder; its gentle grp giving little away. 


‘Ah, yeah. Thanks Sorry about that." 


Custos heard no further reply as the hand vanished He followed the sound of footsteps into a world that was, 
perhaps, more acoustically fit for his senses. The sounds of clerks, travellers coming in or departing filled the 
morning air and a sense of semi-enclosure made him want fo stand still and just listen. The oneironaut kept to 
himself, listening keenly for what he had come to find and formulating in his head just how to properly approach 
this. He knew that if push came to violent shove, he'd take the drastic measure and simply jump for it. It was a 
last resort - his best option was, hopefully, the power of words 


wr 


He walked out of that building for the last time. He wouldnt have been able fo answer the question if anyone asked 
him why he'd thought that, just that he knew. Deep in his bones, he knew. As he left a shakily-written note on that 
Table inside, he knew. After donning his jeans, trainers and black tee shirt emblazoned with the Keeper of the Seven 
Keys, he knew. 

The sun felt neither good nor bad. It did nothing for his eyes, reddened by the onset of tears he could fight no 
longer. The ground felt like dull nothing under his feet amid the clattering in his head Step. Clatter. Step. Snap. Step. 
Clatter. Step. Whisper. Step. He kept his head down; face obscured by his overly curly hair. Let them watch Let 
them just stare at him. He couldnt stare back through his hair and only he could really see up close how his fingers 
twisted with each other. How his hands, his body, couldn't keep still Was he on the ground or was that just his left 
foot stepping forward? 


He turned around; hair whipping about his face. 


"Weiki? Markus?" came out in a small, uncertain voice. The drummer could have sworn he had heard one of them. 


The echo of Markus’ laughter drifted by. Or was that one of Weikis ‘whatever’ sounds? 


Ingo walked on, ignoring the sound of drum sticks shattering behind him. He only carried one pair with him these 
days. Not that he used them - he wasnt Ingo Schwichtenberg, drummer of Helloween any more. He shouldnt have 
had them, probably. Not any more. But he wanted them, to hold them, to be that last, threadbare lnk to his 
shattered world And then there were the whispers that said to let them go. Drop those sticks lke they had 


dropped him. Drop them. Move on Forget them 
| cant. Its my life. 

And its gone. Do something safer. 

No. | dont want to. | cant 

Its too much 

No its not 

Yourre sick. Very sick 

| know that already. Im trying to get better. 
For what? Theyre gone. Drop them. 

No, 


Ingo walked His fingers twisted with each other. Over and under, under and over and around The sticks were still in 
his pocket, jutting into his side. Reminding him. Taunting him. Asking him. Couldn't he play again? Just once. A drum 
battle. Hell, one paradiddle wouldnt hurt. Right? He shied away from it. He couldnt drum again; hadnt touched his 
kit in months anyway. What good would it do? He knew the answer to that - he could lose hmself in the thunder 
and for a while, feel the blood run Feel the blood going, the lungs working, muscles straining and aching a little bit as 
his feet kicked and hands flew. 

Who would hear hm? The neighbours would only complain again. He could repair the sound room foam and fix that 
little annoyance. But then hed play to the walls No screaming crowds. No fervent listener crying for the groove. 
Who would he play with? He shied away from that too. 


Ingo turned left. The sound of the station was familar yet strange. Step. Clatter. Step. Clatter. Shatter. Another 
drum stick snapped like a twig somewhere. He turned round again, seeking out the source of a sound that wasnt 


there. A laugh floated by. 


"Weiki? Kai? Michi?" He looked away when a portly man glanced at him. He felt a kind of detachment as he passed 
the clerks right on by, dropping fo sit heavily on a bench A flicker of curiosity wafted through his mind at the sight 
of the small, apparently scrawny school kid next fo him. The kid was all in blue. Why was he in nothing but blue? 


Why was his face hidden? 
He rode out the stream of questions and didn’t say a word To ask any of that wouldnt be right. Dont speak, Ingo. 
All you'll hear is no! Just don’t speak. Clatter. Snap. 


Hullo.” 


Shit. He just had to say something Now he had to speak back. Hs fingers twisted and curled around and over and 
under. He resisted the urge to take those drum sticks out of his pocket. 


"Guten. um. Guten morgen." 


Silence fell. He looked The kid was still there; stil all in blue. The backpack was still on his shoulders and why was 
this kid so skinny? Were his hand painted or were those gloves? Why wasn’t he - 


"You do not stare." 

"How can one stare..when one doesnt have the sight to stare with?" The kid's voice was strange. It sounded teen- 
aged but not entirely so. Somewhere on the cusp of adulthood And he was still all in blue. And hgo's fingers still 
twisted, curling over, under, over, under. He wasn't staring. No. Correct that. He couldn't stare. Blind people cant 
stare. 

He couldnt see Ingo's fingers twisting this way and that. He couldnt see the tears that he didnt bother to try 
dashing away any more. This kid couldnt see, so he couldn't see the flickers from the comers of Ingo's eyes. Was 
Markus there? Or did Weiki walk by just then? Must have been Kai and Michi And they said not a word fo him. 
Silence fell. Clatter. A tear landed with a muted patter onto his jeans Another one followed Then another. Ingo 
stifled a sob, 

"You all right?" 

Ingo nodded, forgetting for a moment. The reminder was a few seconds of humiliated silence. 

"Y- Yeah. Sorry." 

‘No need to be sorry. What for?" 

"Um. L Forgot. | forgot and - " 


‘Nothing to be sorry about. My cane can throw anybody off. So, um, Im." Custos hesitated He knew by now that 
only three people knew he had two names: Custos and one other. One that he rarely told, one that, as of that 
moment, none alive still knew outside of the Stratosians. 


"You are..?" 


‘Call me Custos," he decided Now was a time he needed to be gentle, even unassuming. No matter how weird his 


known name might be. If he failed, speaking his other name would be useless anyway. 
‘Funny name," Custos heard He couldn't help but laugh a little, quietly. Restraned 
"So, you are?" 

" Ingo. Nobody." 

"hgo Nobody? I think | will call you bgo. | Ike that name. Is weird, like mine." 


Custos heard a sound locked somewhere between the sound of someone wanting to laugh but crying instead 
Beneath his veils, he frowned And took a risk A hand extended slowly out, brushing an arm as Ingo himself stood 


up. 


"l have to go, sorry," Ingo's voice cracked as the man spoke. Standing there, he found his body trembling as if some 
unnatural current ran through him. He didnt feel the blood going He didnt feel the sluggish pounding of a heart too 
weary. He didn’t care that his lungs bumed with every breath he dragged in simply because he was here. He was 
Just here - a shape. A shadow. A ghost no one heard. The drummer thought nothing more of the kid next to him, 
thought nothing of the small click of the drum sticks in his pocket. 


Custos heard 


"I think you dropped something," the words came out calmly. It was a calm Custos didnt feel as he foo, rose fo his 
feet. Hs mind raced He wanted to keep the man here, keep him talking until the damned train passed them by. 


"Thats just.. Nothing My sticks," Ingo's response sounded flat, almost emotionless 
‘Sticks? What do you mean?" Curiosity. 


"Lused to be a drummer, okay?" The flatness vanished for a moment. Ingo snapped, feeling a foreign sense of 
anger at the question. The staring was bad enough Now some sightless freak was getting curious. He didn't 


understand the anger surging from within, riding on a wave of fresh Tears. 


"L didnt mean to offend Maybe Í could hear you sometime?" It was a risk. It led down a road Custos hadn't 
wanted to take but time wasn't on his side. With words, one needed time, patience. It was something neither of 


them had 


Ingo froze. His head clattered, clanging with the sound of distant voices he couldn't hold onto and shattering drum 
sticks. He wanted the kid to be serious, wanted it to not be some sick joke. He wanted to drum again so much that 
he found his drum sticks clutched in one hand, yet Ingo didn’t remember taking them out of his pocket. He trembled 
and shook his head Again, forgetting. The kid couldn't see. What could he say to that? If this guy was messing with 
him, he knew what would come. He'd run, fleeing fo erase his brain again with another fix or another wave of 


alcohol And then he'd wake from foggy, half-remembered dreams and the demons clattering would still be there. 


What if he's not pulling your leg? 


The question sparked something in him. It was some twisted coil of fear melted in with something else. The want. 
The need. The possibilty of drumming again OF drumming for an actual audience - one person counted as a real 
audience, right? Thrills of excitement again, thunder again. Crack. Clatter. Snap. 

Somewhere, more drum sticks shattered Ingo sobbed and said nothing more to Custos. He felt the taint trembling 
of the ground. The push of air. The low, deep groan that would escalate into a full roar. It was coming and for 
once, his blood sang. It sang with the silvery wailing of the rails. He walked to the edge of the platform and tried to 
ignore the things he heard 


‘go, don't," Markus whispered 
"ljust wanted you safe so you could get better," Weikis voice sobbed, crying from some distance off. 
"What does it matter? You did it to yourself," Mich's words slapped the wind across its face. 


"I found a drummer for Gamma Ray," Kai echoed from somewhere. Ingo shuddered and lifted his head. The groan 
was rising. Silvery ringing thrummed, hypnotic. 


‘Id really lke to hear you," Custos’ voice met his ears. Hadn't he simply left when Ingo had walked away from him? 
Apparently not. 

Still, Ingo said nothing fo him. It wasn’t his concern any longer. He wasnt a drummer any more; hadn't he heard 
that? He settled for wanting peace, for wanting the clanging in his head and the shattering drum sticks to just stop. 
The roar, the silvery wailing increased. Air pushed against him, displacing a great monster of several hundred tonnes. 
It was he against clattering demons, shattering drum sticks and a charging behemoth, one he knew he couldn't stand 
up against. It was he against the clattering, the shattering and the wailing And he couldnt fight any more. He was 


unarmed, one against many, a naked man standing against an army. 


He didn't hear Custos quietly drop his backpack and move in. He didn't feel the small hand curl around his wrist until 
his legs bent to spring He barely heard strange words echo from inches away, barely felt the weight of someone 
pulling backwards. The clattering didn't care about the feeble weight bearing, pulling against the momentum forward. 
The oncoming behemoth of metal cared nothing for such an insignificant attempt, yet the behemoth was nothing at 
all against another force. 

Custos held onto Ingo's arm and wrapped his legs around the man like some tenacious cephalopod. He found his head 
resting against the drummer's chest, the shirt soaked with unending tears. The oneironaut's free hand extended out, 
snapping in a classic ridge-hand strike. He struck nothing, yet he struck everything 


"The Dorian Solution..." 
They, drummer and dreamer, hung frozen in mid-air. 


And time stood still 


Spark, Luminous 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter IT: Spark, Luminous 


‘Life's a dream that you will forget in the endless space 
And the scars you got on Planet Earth will be erased. 
You were blind until your eyes have stopped fo see 
And your powers unfold at the moment you hit 
Eternity." 

--Gamma Ray, Afterlife 


lime stopped. 


"l really do want to hear you sometime," His whisper echoed like a scream somehow, rising above the roar of an 


engine no one could stop. 
The world stood still 


"l can't," the words came. Somehow, they came amid a screaming howl and the cold hiss of steam somewhere too 


far away. 
Space wasn't endless. 


Custos held on, both arms now entangled round Ingo's waist as they hung in mid-air. They hung in a place where 
space only held them, where time was irrelevant. Seconds? Centuries? It didnt matter as the taste of blood and 
steel tickled the back of his throat. He couldn't hold the impact off for long, but he didn't need long - long enough 
fo twist just so. Long enough fo turn just this way here, long enough to pull Ingo out of the worst of it. IE would 
still hurt them both when these seconds - centuries? Aeons? - passed them by, when his snap of a protective 
field finally shattered, but the assurance of one of them living was the key. 


The field thrummed and sang around them. Within, the two hung in that place in-between where the seconds tick. 
Ingo blinked, peering around himself. The train should have hit by now - or was such an impact so instant it was 
painless? Where was he? Hs hair picked up a litte and the drummer noted that he felt weightless, as if he hung in 
zero gravity. As if the shimmering thing swirling around him kept himself in and everything else out. Amber-brown 
eyes almost glared down at the figure holding onto him. 


"What did you do? Am | dead?" 


"No. | stopped time for a moment." 


"Why?" 

"You need fo understand something" 

"And whats that? | have nothing left." Ingo's voice trailed off in an eerie, rounded echo. 
"That isn't true." 

"they won't miss me. They dropped me, do you get it?" 


"Who did?" Ah. Now he was getting somewhere. Custos tightened his grip on his taller companion and let out a deep 
breath, The field had to stay up for a little longer. Custos almost wished the damn Stratosians would hurry up - 
they'd be furious, no doubt, but he had a little something to do here. 


"L. | can't talk about if. | can't. Just let me out of here, okay?" 


"Yes you can. lm not letting you throw yourself away lke this!" Custos had to yell a litte over a particularly loud, 
windy roar of the shield He didn't expect a response. When it came, Custos found himself silently weeping - in here, 
he heard events passing by, words said across crackling phone lines. In here, he heard the sound of more than one 


heart breaking 


Ingo fell silent. Around him, the shield shimmered, swirling more violently as the seconds ticked by. He saw what 
Custos heard - the phone call that took his heart out, the tears cried, the words he had never wanted to hear. 
Perspective swiftly changed and it seemed to affect Custos. hgo's hooded companion seemed fo lose solidity; the 
sharp ‘lines’ of his very reality blurring out. Hs hold on the drummer seemed some degrees less substantial. Silvery 
outlines of something misty erupted from Custos’ useless eyes lke parasitic threads. Ingo peered at hm as a flash 
of fear echoed across his mind. What the hell was this? 

Why were the silvery threads meeting his own eyes? Why did he feel like he was suddenly sucked down a drain and 
pulled along a fishing line? 


The sensation ended almost painfully and he found his world changed - drastically changed While the shimmer of 
the shield still surrounded him, Ingo took in more than one other' lifetime in the span of seconds. He saw in one, 
Helloween breaking up. Dissolving lke a tablet in water as, one by one, the musicians walked away from each other. 
The funeral was the first catalyst and soon affer, it was as if Helloween had never existed h another, he saw 
Helloween continue but with nowhere near the success of the Keeper era - reduced now to small bars in seedy 
little corners of Hamburg And in this, the ridicule seemed never to end The blame, the angry glares from former 
fans. h yet another, Helloween persevered but was changed. He watched as Markus’ arms became covered in 
sleeves of ink. He saw as Weiki changed, his wardrobe slowly fading from vibrant colours and ridiculously patterned 
spandex to just black. Black jeans, black shirts and a black coat he seemed fo wrap himself up in Hs easy smile 
faded under a mask of cold restraint. 


h the next breath, these timelines shattered Ike glass before his eyes. He felt the fishing-line pull and the sensation 


of almost drowning in memories. 

"What the hell was that?" Ingo cried out, railing against the things he saw in the only way he could 

"That. Is ‘affer:" 

"After what?" 

"What do you think, Drummer?" 

‘tt won't matter that much. They cut me loose." 

‘Only fo try and save you." 

‘How? Helloween was.. my everything," The words echoed in, folded out, wrapping them both up as securely as 
Custos’ shield held them frozen in their nowhere. Custos opened his mouth to respond but found himself cut off by 
a great howl Through the cacophony of sound, he heard the signal he had been waiting for. He braced, twisted and 
thrust with all his strength Somewhere, the words came from him and not from him as the shield finally 
shattered Time started rolling again 

“my everything.my everything." 

"Dorian Solution.." 

"Help me!" 

A scream tore from Ingo's throat, for a second overtaking the sound of the behemoth that was the train hh the 
milliseconds it took for his eyes to register the monster bearing down, his own words came back to haunt him. 
Helloween was his everything. So why was he here, facing an oncoming train? Why wasn't he behind his kit, proving 
fo them that he was getting better? Did it matter? Would they hear hm cry out their names? Would they hear 
his thunder again, or was he to play silence? A silver cord erupted from under Custos’ clothes and buried itself 
deeply, finding home in the drummer's racing heart. It dissolved as swiftly as it had appeared 

The words still echoed 

Ingo still screamed 

Impact: 


ww 


"Markus?" Weiki peered at his band-mate. The bassist had a tenuous grp on a telephone earpiece as he sat heavily 
onto the couch The studio had been only moments ago raging with sound as the men worked on their latest album. 


Now, the ringing of a phone had stopped everything in its tracks. The only sound was that of Markus’ shaken, 
hitching breaths. 


He had to tell them. He had to look Michael Weikath in the eye and fell him. He had fo explain to Uli the why and 
the what and the when. He had to tell Roland that death was near. Again He had to brace for Andis futile 
attempt to lighten the mood and try fo say itd be all right. Markus wondered as he sat there, pale and shaking 


Fumbling hands replaced the telephone receiver back into its carriage as the news rolled across his mind. 
‘t's Ingo," he managed. The words croaked out through a lump in his throat: 

"Markus, what's happened? Whats wrong?" Was there a note of panic in Andis voice? 

"hgo.." 

Deep breath. He could relay this. Another deep breath 

‘He was. A train hit him." 


Absolute zero descended upon the litHe studio room. The sound of Weiki falling onto the couch beside Markus was 
somehow muffled. somehow deadened by the frozen silence that had come. Uli leaned on a far wall, listening. He 
could sympathise, as any human with empathy could, but he was removed from the event. He hadnt even met his 
predecessor. Roland stood stiffly, ike a sentinel within a hair's breadth of leaping at some as-yet-unseen adversary. 
He looked ready to decimate whoever or whatever had brought this frosted quiet upon them in the whisper of 


words. 


Weiki said nothing. Hs face lost colour. He didnt feel his hands reach up to clench Markus’ shoulders. He didn’t know 
whether he wanted to shake the man or hold on for dear life. It didn't sound like his voice when next someone 
spoke. 


"What do. Youre not making sense. What's going on?" 
‘lust what | said" Another shaken breath. "hgo.. A train hit him. He jumped in front of it" 


"Where is he now? The police? Which station?" Andi sounded like a crackling live wire. He didnt know why but he 
had to move. They all had to move and get out of there. Now. 


‘s he alive..?" Roland whispered. All eyes suddenly fell on him then He felt the penetrating blue of Weik’s eyes, 
somehow both cold and damning him for asking such a hopeful question and blazing with a fire he couldnt place. 


‘He cant be. Not after that.” Uli found tears pooling in his eyes even as he voiced the logical reality of it. Who 
could survive being hit by a train? The statement jarred them back into frozen, absolute-zero silence. It almost 


felt as if time had stopped completely, not breathing 


Markus felt all eyes on him again. Hs hands shook violently. He didn't feel Weik’s grip on his shoulders tighten, then 
fall away. The remnant of cold clamminess on his shoulders was enough to tell him what he already knew. Hs 


fingers twisted with each other; his own skin slick with an unnatural, cold sweat. 


"He's. He's still alive." 


Of Dorian Gray 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 8: Of Dorian Gray 


‘Strong and invincible, they know every rule 
Seems inconceivable, in everything they do 
Deep in our hearts, we hope our dreams come true 


The only thing is: What are we to do?" 


--Helloween; Giants 


The absolute-zero reigned for what seemed an eternity as the last echoes of Markus’ words finally died. Uli had a 
skeptical look on his face, remaining distant. Roland found himself weak in the knees. Andi held his breath and stared 


at Weikath. The man sat frozen; his eyes staring off at some distant thing no one else could see. 

"Weiki? Weiki, did you hear him? Weiki?" 

Andis attempts fo snap the man out of a nearly trance-like shock were broken as the guitarist slowly stood. He 
felt stiff as a corpse. Hs steps fell leaden upon the floor as he turned, walking out of the studio in a daze he'd 
later only barely remember. The singer barely had time to silently nod at his bandmate before Markus stood up 
and left 

Someone had to look after him while he kept an eye on the others. 

"They were close," Andi began 

"You mean with this Ingo guy?" Uli cut in 

‘Ua It.was bad when Weiki had to let him go. Took him six hours on the phone after we discovered Ingo was sick." 


"Sick with what?" This time, the drummer's question was met with an awkward, uneasy silence. 


"Schizophrenia," Roland cut in He didn’t lke beating around the bush and as it was, the skin-crawling urge to get up, 


get moving and do something was rising within him. 
‘Ht got bad. He. made mistakes We all did How the hell do you deal with something like that? Anyway, it got bad 
enough that we worried for him. Hs health Hs safety..Weiki had told me about the show in Japan Ingo collapsed on 


his own drum kit" 


No one missed Uli Kusch shudder at that mental image. 


‘So you had fo let him go, so he could see the right doctors, ja?" 
"Mm-hmm. But. don't think anything we could have done would've been right." 


Andis reply was cut off by an unearthly sound At first, none of them could identify it for the screaming roar 
that it was, muffled by walls. As one, they raced out of the studio and followed the sound until they reached 
Markus and the door to the loo. With the distance between them closed and only an inch of wood as a barrier, 


four men bore witness to that most terrible sound 


"God, Weki." Markus leaned on the door and found tears falling from his own eyes. Where inside his own head, the 
bassist wanted to howl like that, Weikath roared for them both 


"You can’t calm him down?" Roland asked; worry clear on his face. 
‘1 can't even get him To listen to me," Markus replied 


"Do we just let hm scream his head off like that? He might hurt himself.” Uli was unsure, wary. He'd never heard 
a sound like that before - it frightened him, if he was honest with himself. 


‘Markus, stay here. Come on, guys. | think we need to sit down with the suits first." 


İt was on silent consensus in that moment Andi spoke. This needed to be handled properly. The record was almost 
done anyway and none of them wanted fo find out the hard way whether or not they could work well under the 
pressure. None of them wanted to know if he had the fortitude fo tour with his brain in shambles. 

And none of them heard Markus‘ whispered plea beneath the sound of Weikis wordless roar to no one. 


"Don't you dare die on us, Ingo." 
y g 
~v 


The facility was on the surface, like any other. Physicians, nurses and surgeons bustled about doing what they did 
best. Lives were saved, sustained and lost countless times. One of those who wore the white lab coat walked 
purposefully down a lesser known hallway, to a wing only a few ever knew. She wore her coat with pride and her 
steely eyes showed silent determination. Veiled she might have been, but today, she was on a mission 

Familiar corridors gradually changed, becoming less mundane as she progressed Where electronic devices and state- 
of-the-art equipment stood or hung, litte things illustrated something new. Strange metallic protrusions jutted from 
the wall. Shimmering crystals clung lke growths clustering around these fixtures. 


She opened a heavy steel door and crossed into another place. 
The room was huge, domed and filled with things straight out of some steampunk fantasy. Coppery pipes lined the 


ceiling and dropped info queer vented generators that spat steam every few minutes. The floor was smooth like 
polished stone. The centre of this room was dominated by a pair of what she couldnt quite call beds - they were 


more like slabs of rock that grew colourful crystal points. Beds of pure crystal, they appeared 

One was suffused with deep blue in its crystal, while the other seemed to have an empty clarity about it. Lying on 
them were, respectively, a short, dark-skinned individual with his face obscured and a slender man with curly brown 
hair. 

One of the active inhabitants of this room turned to address the woman 

"Genetrix. Good evening." 

"Vigiem. These are the two, then?" 

"Correct." 


"They have suffered damage." 


‘hdeed One will recover, as planned," Vgilem bared his shark-lke teeth for a moment in a subtle show of 
frustration 


"You are displeased?" Genetrix kept her tone neutral and detached 

"The fool. The stupid fool invoked the Dorian Solution" 

‘Mmm. And you wish to reverse it?" 

‘tt cannot be reversed You know this." 

"Wil it achieve the objective?" 

"Yog" 

"Then what is the problem?" 

"How will the target handle this?" 

Genetrix frowned and moved to the crystal slab that bore Ingo Schwichtenberg She observed the drummer's 
broken body as her companion immersed him in a clear blue substance. Attached to the musician's chest rose a 
silvery tube, which comected to the veiled figure on the other slab. She watched in fascination as the blue crystals’ 
vibrant hue began to slowly fade, as if the colour itself was being bled from one to the other. 

‘He will recover, and the required payment will be made. Custos knew what he was doing" 


"hdeed. The fool" 


"You did bring the knowledge as requested?" 


"OF course." 

"Then we will proceed When the time comes, | do not believe they will be alone." 
‘Are you certain?" 

Lam." 

"Why?" 


"This is Helloween." 


Dream Dive Three 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 11: Dream Dive Three 


‘Now its your turn to break free 

When you want it all you've got to see 

Now its your turn fo break free 

When you want the life, you've got to see what it means." 
--Helloween; Your Turn 


"Where am |?" hgo's voice echoed eerily, lke the sound was wrapping around and under and over itself. Shaking his 
hair out of his face, the drummer found himself lying on a surface that resembled stone carpeted with velvet. He 
sat slowly, then stood. 


"Hallo? Um.. ls anyone out there? Orin here?" He called again, taking stock of both his own body and his new 
environment. He looked unharmed but noted a faint, distant ache in his bones like he should've been hurting terribly, 
but somehow wasn't hurting at all Around him lay a wide open space with a deep indigo sky shot with fire-orange 
streaks of cloud That velvet-covered stone lay like a ribbon before him, a road to he didn't know where. 

Beyond that, only a few shadowy things - stones? Trees? He couldnt fell - broke the eerie monotony, piercing the 
sky lke jagged fingers grasping nothingness. The drummer walked slowly, cautiously, following the velvet-looking road 
From the corners of his eyes, he caught occasional glimpses of litte wisps and warbles of light and not-light. It 
reminded him of a shield he'd seen once before. 

A shield that made time hold its breath 


He remembered 


"Custos?" he called Ingo shivered and walked onward It was neither cold nor warm here - it just was‘ He shivered 
again as a thought crossed his mind What if he was stuck here? Was this a hell of some kind? Was he free to 
leave? He recalled feeling trapped twice in his own head and wondered if this was some larger, perverted world his 


own head was conjuring up. 
We need a mind-revolution.. 


Memories faded into his mind and began to play in front of him as if he stood before a stage depicting his own life. 
He didn't notice the faint, misty rain begin to fall around him at first - the things he didnt see before somehow 
enthralled him. The things he remembered held him captive, reminding hm of the sweetest glories and the hard 
things he might have done better. 

As his life played out, reaching that horrific night in Japan, he wanted to look away. He wanted to but couldn't. He 
couldn't look away as the days blurred by, sharpening in on that fateful phone call. Tears fell from his eyes as he 


watched Weiki hang up. 
He turned his face away when he saw the guitarist cry on Markus‘ shoulder like he'd just lost a brother. 


want out of here.." Ingo didn’t hide the cracking in his voice. 
"There are two ways out." 


"Custos?" He turned, finding the shrouded figure with his odd blue hands standing calmly next to hm as if hed been 
there from the start 


"Hullo," 
"Why did | see that? Can | get out of here.. Where is ‘here’ anyway?" 


"Walk with me." 


Custos seemed to know where he was going. Guided by his cane, he led the drummer off on a path he hadnt seen 
before. The landscape began to change a little, gradually phasing from that freakish, dark land of standing crags and 
dark stone to a place that wouldnt seem out of place in a fantasy novel. The sky lightened a little fo a grey-blue 
of twilight. The ground softened into an earthen path. For a while, they walked in silence until once again, they faced 
change. 

The path diverged, splitting into a dual-cut thing of reality and utter fantasy. Mundane earthen ground split off 
from a path that appeared professionally lain down by the finest of stone masons 

One way led fo a smallish but stately fortress of mighty stone. Its towers shone in the ambient light, reflecting a 
mellow bronze at the turrets. ts banners were somehow both pristine and glorious, yet faded and fraying before 
the drummer's eyes. On those banners, pumpkins stared proudly, defiantly out. 

The other way, the one carved of that fine white stone rose up and away into a distance he couldn't make much 


of beyond blazing Ight and a few shadowy figures flickering about 
"What is this, Custos? | don't understand." 

"Well Where do you thnk you are?" 

| see.a castle. Its familar but | swear Ive never seen it before.” 
‘Oh, yes you have. You helped built that place.” 

"Youre joking Ive never bult anything in my hfe 


‘Ah, but you have. Not all things are built of stone and brick, Drummer. Not all legacies are of nations, bridges, 


palaces or ancient writings." 


"Thats..2" 


"That is your world, made solid Everything that is you, defined, is in there." 

"And. um.. There's another road. I's." 

"That is the other way out." 

still have a choice?" 

"Naturally." 

‘1 want..." 

"What do you want? Really want?" 

Ingo peered at the castle again, frowning at the flickering in its windows. Shadows he knew all too well danced in 
there, warring with the light he loved Tears fell unheeded from his eyes as he turned, facing the bright path 
upward. Just what did he want? The drummer dropped to his knees and shook his head, throwing his unruly curls 
about 

1 want... It hurts. | want it all back | want the hurting to stop. | want to drum again and | cant ever have that 
again. | want Weiki to swat at my face and miss. | want Michi to pretend he can actually fucking drum. | want 
Markus to eat a huge burger and tell me he can eat ten more. | want Kai to act stupid with that ugly-as-sin pink 
Flying V. | want my head to stop its stupid noises. | want it all back. | can’t have that.” 

"What makes you so sure?" 

"He. The phone call. They kicked me out. | can't go back, ever." 


‘Again. What makes you so sure?" 


‘Custos, what aren't you telling me?" Ingo peered up from where he sat, trying to see through the tears that he 
couldn't stop. 


"l can't fell you everything | know, but | can say this. | think | can help. | have some knowledge that..you and the 
others didn't have. The catch is, the decision has to be yours." 


‘Mine. What happens if.. if | go to that light?" 
"You die. The Hereafter, whichever one you might believe in, waits. | can't reach you." 


‘td. Itd be peaceful, right? None of this shitty noise in my head?" 


OF that, | can say you'd be right." 
‘So | wouldn't go to hell?" 


‘Doctrines aren't always accurate, Drummer. Most are contrived fairy tales built by powerful men to exert 


control" 

"'l cant ask you to show me what you've seen, can |?" 
"Im afraid not. Well. Not everything" 

‘Can | see my castle?" 


"OF course - " H was the softest of sounds, a breath of icy wind It went almost unnoticed, were it not for the 
measure of its brutal chill and the being which it heralded Such quiet amid the beings arrival seemed in itself a clap 
of thunder. 

It loomed over the two, like some hulking monstrosity of white with no face, folded wings and two pairs of arms. 
lts arms were a distinct contrast between the pairs - one set was strong, looked alive and warm. One of its hands 
held a golden apple. The other set was a ghastly pair of skeletal limbs. It was debatable on whether or not that 
skeletal pair actually had skin or not and in this set, the figure held a wicked scythe; its blade gleaming like one 
great fang taken off of some beast of legend When it spoke, it had not a voice; rather it had a sickly, breath-lke 
rattle that told of things living past their time, of dead things and bones rattling in a wind As ghastly as the rattle 
was, the entity somehow sounded soothing, comforting at the same time, with the sound of warm wind and a fant 


echo of bells 
"The crossroads," it rattled 


"The decision is not yet made," Custos responded Hs tone took on an almost ritualistic flavour. Ingo listened and 
found himself feeling a stab of fear within So this was Death? The decision within seemed to weigh that much 


more as Ingo considered. 


The figure of white turned and stared at the crying drummer. Ingo felt his face go pale and a shiver run up his 
spine. All he'd wanted was for the hurting to stop. He wanted his world back. And the clattering in his head fo stop. 
And his drums and Weiki being stupid and Markus eating half a buffet and - 

A skeletal hand from below and a strong hand from above extended One accused while one welcomed One was a 


Jagged finger. The other was a gentle open hand 
"L. | don't know. | dont know!" 


"The Solution is invoked," Custos spoke again and slid easily between the drummer and Death Next to that towering 
figure, Custos looked positively tiny. Insignificant. Powerless. Ingo held his breath as he observed the two. He dashed 
the tears from his eyes and sat up straighter, visibly pulling himself together. 


"Hólmgang," the word sounded unnatural coming from Death. Unnatural, yet the intent was clear. 
"Stand back, Drummer," Custos instructed 


"Why? What.. What's going on?" Although he asked, Ingo stood and found himself shakily backing away about ten 


paces 
"Hélmgang. | challenged. | am challenged in return" 

"You mean.. its a fight? You can't fight that! It! slaughter you!" 
‘Do not be deceived There is more than meets the eye." 


Ingo fell sient then Confused, he watched the two become combatants. He ran over everything he saw and heard 
thus far and the implications of what unfolded before him. Someone was fighting Death itself: He stood here, 
Iterally seeing Death itself He stood here in this nowhere-land, at this crossroads and if he wanted to, he could 
turn Death away. Or embrace it and go where nothing could torment him again 

The battle unfolded before him lke some fantasy. It took him a second to realise that he saw it all through one of 
Custos’ shimmering shields - erected fo protect the drummer, he deduced Ingo stared, transfixed and didnt feel his 
own left hand go for his drum sticks. Clutching them. Holding on for what, he didnt know. 


Death's four arms splayed Its wings spread wide and the being took to the air. It moved like some bird of prey 
seeking the throat of its quarry and around if, Custos danced. At times, he was as airborne as his opponent, 
throwing out what looked like nothing more than shards of glass and distortion in the air. More than once, the two 
came together, clashing hand-to-hand Blue struck white and white struck blue in ways Ingo could barely keep up 
with. Where Death flew lke a vulture riding its hoar-frost, Custos slithered in and out on his own set of proverbial 
wings. Idly, Ingo was almost reminded of a similar deadly dance he'd seen in a nature documentary somewhere 
about an eagle versus a viper. 


He didn't remember which animal had won the day and thus, its life or its meal 
"Custos, look out!" Ingo screamed. 


Something in him had decided then, the moment Custos‘ back was turned to the one in white. He'd watched the 
smaller combatant twist to land a rather embarrassing blow to Deaths faceless head but in doing so, he'd had to 
turn his back in the process of twisting so he wouldn't land on his own face. The drummer held his breath as 
Custos heeded his warning and rolled, evading what surely would have been a fatal blow. Rather than end up 
speared like a fish on the end of a scythe, the dream-walker rolled, hurling himself into the protective shield he'd 
put up between Ingo and the battlefield 

The scythe ended up buried in the ground and Death in an unceremonious heap beside if. 


Death stood 


‘Done. The day is yours," it rasped. It watched Custos shakily rise to his feet 


"The honour was mine," he responded He might have shaken like a leaf, but his voice remained steady. Death 
turned to face Igo as the shield came down 


"The prize is Choice." Ingo bit his lip, facing Death as it seemed to stare him down. 
'L. | dont want fo die." 
"The prize is yours. What have you in exchange?" 


"l will offer the exchange, Reaper," Custos spoke up where Ingo could not. What, Ingo thought, could he offer Death 
itself in exchange for getting his life back and rebuilding his world? 


"The price for the prize," Death intoned It turned to stand between drummer and dream-walker. Its four hands 
came together, clashing scythe with golden apple. The two melted in Death's hands, moulding like clay. Deaths four 
hands were a blur, a nimbus of shadow and light and distortion until at last, it held a thin collar. The thing 
shimmered, hanging delicately in the hands of Death in a silent warning, Custos’ concealing veils came off, thrown 


away in a sudden gust of wind from Death and for the first time, Ingo saw his face. 


Custos’ skin was as blue as his hands. A mane of long, amber-gold hair stood out against the dark of his complexion, 
framing an alien, elongated face with a set of eyes that seemed almost too large fo fit. 


"Yourre.. You're not human." 

‘No. Does this disturb your" 

"L. | don't think so, but..how did you get around when..?" 

"Why do you think | was veiled?" 

".oh. That makes sense." 

Death released a rattling breath and gestured to the drummer, beckoning with two of its hands 

"I dont understand," he replied 

"You. t must be you," Death rattled back 

Although uncertain, Ingo silently came forward. Hesitantly, he took the deceptively beautiful collar from Death's 
grasp. He couldnt help but shiver at being so close to Death, and the bone-deep cold it emitted It was a kind of 
cold that froze hearts and he wanted away from it. At first, he thought to put the collar on himself, but a 


breath-rattle from Death stayed his hand. Its living left hand gestured, pointing the way squarely to Custos. 
Without a word, Ingo approached his companion and placed one hand on his shoulder. 


‘Are.. Are you sure about this? This collar thing. Whatll it do?" 
‘ft will implement the Dorian Solution," Custos’ reply seemed too calm, too detached 
"And that means what?" 


‘A life for a life," the answer fo hgo's question came this time from Death Before Ingo could cry out in indignation, 


in protest to taking a life, Custos raised a hand and shook his head 
‘ts not like that. Time is short. Do you stand by your choice?" 


Ingo sobbed once. He turned his head away as his hands and the collar came around Custos’ neck. He tried fo be 
gentle about it, avoiding any pinching or rough handling. Out of the comer of his eye, he watched the collar snap 
into place and a transformation begin. Custos‘ shrouds wrapped around him once more. From within their folds, a 


silver cord shot forth once again It found home in Ingo's heart. Intent was clear. His world was not. 


The world shattered as Death released a soft, rattling sigh as if it approved. Ingo saw flashes of things as the 
worlds shards fell away. The white light and its stairway vanished, exploding into dust. Hs castle stood fast and he 
thought he could see damage to the place slowly begin fo repair itself, lke watching time in reverse. Around his 
own neck, he felt a slight weight, as if he now wore a tiny phil of something strung on a cord He wanted to lift 
his hand, to check if it was real or not. 

Hs hand lifted and the world fell away. 

He felt warmth and the familiar weight of his own body. 


"Im alive." 


Ingo Schwichtenberg's astonished whisper was the last thing he heard as sleep claimed him. 


We, Alive 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 20: We, Alive 


"You, you say, you have lost the way 
Got no aim, just lvin' for today 

Look up to the sky above 

And see the morning sun again 

You got so much power inside 

So cry it out my friend!" 


--Helloween; lm Alive 


"Thats fine. Tharks, bye." 


Andi Deris sighed as he hung up the phone. It wasn't the best deal but it was better than nothing. The others sat in 


a scattered almost-ring throughout the studio room. 
"Weve still got fo tour when the mixings done. But they did let us have some tme affer that." 
‘Better than nothing Weik;, you all right with this?" Roland eyed Weiki and Markus. 


Weiki gave a non-committal lithe noise; his icy gaze fooling only Uh The drummer watched, finding himself in a 
queer position - on the outside while within the group. For now, he kept his thoughts to himself. They had a job to 
do, and they had to do it while facing a very real near-miss. 

A harsh, pounding knock sounded at the door in the moment of silence. Beyond if, a voice rang out, raised in fury. 


‘Let me in, you bastards! You let me in right this instant!" Kai Hansen's shrill cries carried over the violent pounding 


against the door. 


Andi shook his head and answered the angry summons. For his trouble, he was knocked down as Kai barrelled his 
way through; murder in his eyes. Markus and Roland moved to restrain him but weren't quick enough. In seconds, a 
fist flew connecting with Weiki's jaw. Had the man been standing, he'd have been lain out on the floor. 


"You bastards! Where is he? Where the hell is he?" Kai screeched, struggling now against both Roland and Markus 
holding him back from laying into Weiki further. 


‘Kai, shut up and calm down!" Andi roared, now back on his feet. He eyed Weikath as the guitarist wiped blood from 
his Ip. 


‘No, no | won't! That bastard almost killed him! Where is he, damn youl You abandoned him. You spineless, uncaring 
bastard. | trusted youl He trusted you!" 


Weiki stood, frowned coldly at his former band-mate and swept out of the room. Uli sipped by and with a flick of 
his hands, locked the studio door. It was a little rash, but one thought was in his head: If they were together, 
perhaps the fires could be cooled Rationality could return and they could do their jobs free of distraction 


"Kai Hansen! Calm down," Markus tried Blue-grey eyes locked with Kais own. Roland loosened his grip a little as 


Markus moved to pin Kais arms down himself 

"Where is he? He had better still be alive, you fucking - " 
"He is, before you start lashing out at me too, Kai" 
"Youd better start talking, Maggl Fast" 

ge 


Michael Weikath walked with an uncanny precision, as if each step was designed to cut into the ground beneath him. 
He saw nothing around him but a blurred wash of colour that meant nothing to him. h front of his eyes, things 
stood out in frightening clarity. Through his front door he walked, not caring if the thing shut behind him or 
remained swinging open. Downstairs into his little recording room he went. Straight past the amps and guitar rack, 
through the tiny hidden door. For once, he ignored the faintly shimmering collar-lke device on a work table to his 
left The guitarist crouched and reached instead for a lock-box decorated with pumpkins. 

Shaking hands took the tiny key from around his neck and opened the box. Inside, Weiki stared at the treasures 
staring back at him: Ingo's first pair of drum sticks, a folded red bandanna, his own first guitar picks, Helloween's 
first contract and a pocket-sized photo album. 


It was the bandanna Weikath reached for. Unfolding it with the care reserved unto the hands of a neurosurgeon, he 
caught the faded scrap of paper that fell out of the soft folds. The bandanna fell to his lap. He'd never let the 
thing hit the floor. Sitting back on his heels, Michael Weikaths eyes scanned the words written in fading ink 


Once a Pumpkin, always a Pumpkin 


--Mr. Smile’ 
we 


The sound of steam faintly hissing filled the chamber. Genetrix peered at the crystals surrounding the two lying 
recumbent in their beds. Vigilem’s long fingers seemed like spiders as he attached the final piece of a complex tube 
network together. Overall, the whole contrivance looked like some surrealist art piece that had married a mad 
science experiment. Custos and Ingo lay surrounded on all sides by crystal points of various shapes, sizes and 
colours. The two were connected to one another through that tangle of tubes and smaller crystals hanging above, 
threaded in and out in a web of that tubing and silvery wire. 


"The drummer is coming along well," Vigiem whispered. 


"Yes. He will be permitted to wake soon Drain the fluid" Genetrix instructed Another flick of Vgilem's spidery 
fingers and a switch was thrown, Slowly, ike flowing honey, Ingo's indented slab slowly drained of the blue liquid the 


man had been immersed into. 


Steam hissed again. Viglem turned, gliding to Custos’ side. He couldn't help but wince a little at the faint sound of 
bones cracking. He watched the final stages of a transformation, turning Custos’ elongated face into something more 
human-esque. Blue leached out, replaced by a deep African-dark complexion. The Stratosian lifted Custos’ left arm 
and schooled his expression into pure neutrality - the Dorian Solution had been a risk Now, he witnessed the 
Solution’s mark etch itself into dark skin in the form of a tattoo. 

A chain painted itself onto the skin, shimmering in the light of the crystals. A name followed in elegant lettering 
inside the outline of the chain's cuff. 


"hgo Schwichtenberg has been given his Blessing," Vigilem reported 
‘Custos will receive his in a moment." 
‘Explain, Genetrix.” 


"As Custos will take on the drummer's burdens, the drummer will take on Custos. One safeguards life. The other 
rebuilds his identity." 


"Unprecedented, Genetrix. None have before known who their Praesidix is." 
"He must. He has his Praesidix. He must know his Praesidix if he is to rebuild himself." 
"Will he accept it? Will he be able to accept that another will feel his pain?" 


"As Custos must accept that his freedom is now in the drummer's hands, the drummer must accept that his pain 


is in Custos’ hands." 
"H seems cruel" 
"Cruel? Possibly. But not unnecessary." 


Vgilem nodded and laid Custos‘ hand back down at his side. The etching was complete and would fade into the 

appearance of a years-old tattoo within hours. He turned then and swept foward the steaming pipes. A valve 
turned, releasing pressure within. Fingers danced across a console bearing dimly glowing keys At the sound of a 
deep, yet muffled bell, Vigilem glided out of the chamber and down the corridor that connected these unusual 


chambers to the more mundane ends of the hospital 


The first phase of healing was underway, but he knew that was only the first step. It was the future that worried 
him the most. 


Exquisite Things 


Author's Notes: 
Oscar Wilde's "The Picture of Dorian Gray" is featured a little bit here. Paraphrased quite a bit, but if you've never 


read the story, slight spoiler warning 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 2} Exquisite Things 


‘Behind every exquisite thing that existed, there was something tragic." 
--Oscar Wilde; The Picture of Dorian Gray 


Months passed in a queer monotony, as they often do within the walls of hospitals. Patients mended and patients 
died Physicians did what they did best. Beyond its walls, Helloween took a different turn as the tour circuit began, 
The new album, ‘Time of the Oath was a major hit. Celebrations were had, but subdued Helloween was itself in a 
strange position: Carrying on, yet they were somehow hollow. They persevered, yet the seed of dissent was planted 
with the small, simple act of putting Ingo Schwichtenberg's name on the inside cover of ‘lime of the Oath: 


"Weiki, let it go. The past is past," Uli Kusch finally said The miles sped beneath them as the bus rolled along, taking 
them to their final venue. He watched Weiki bury his nose in the disc booklet for the thousandth time. 


"Ul, don't," Markus warned It wasnt hard to miss Weikis slow withdrawal - he'd begun acting like Ingo had in fact, 
perished. 


‘No, Markus. This has to be said, or why dd you hire me in the first place? Im here now." 
"E isn’t that, and it isnt you, Ul," Andi cut in 
"Then what is it?" 


No one missed Weiki stand and move to the back of the bus. They let the man have his solitude for now, gathering 


around Uli E was hurting them all in various, specific ways. 


‘Listen. The four of them - Markus, Kai Ingo and Weiki They started this whole crazy thing from the ground up. 
They started it with a horror movie and music classes in school.even if some of them sucked at the classes 
themselves. Seriously, Weik's marks were horrible! But anyway. They were close. Started out kind of lke drinking 
buddies and then they just grew trom there. When Kai left.." 


"H sounded like he chickened out," the drummer cut in 


"He.kind of did. Timing and method were..really not right. But lets face if, the pace we keep isn’t for everybody, 
you know?" Roland offered. 


"True. Nobody's perfect." 

Exactly, Uli But then you have to remember the shit they dealt with from Noise. That place really fucked them 
over. All of them. And Weiki was the one, as | understand it, being ‘the face’ He was the one showing up to the 
court rooms and speaking For all of us, ultimately." 


‘Oh... that." 


"Yeah. That. They weren't allowed to play as Helloween At all Markus tried some shit with a litte punk thing, which 


sounds kind of cool" 
Danke, Andi" Markus half-smiled 

"And then Ingo quested with that.0h, who were those guys again, Roland?" 

"Doc Eisenhauer." 

"Them, thanks. But i wasn't enough For any of them, I dont think It wasn't the same." 
"And then Ingo got sick, right?" 


"Well, thats the fun part, actually. He was born with schizophrenia, It's lke when people are born deaf, or blind or 


something. Except schizophrenia is..more insidious. Like other mind-shit the doctors are discovering." 

‘Like it hides and then shows up later?" 

"Ja. Like that. Exactly like that." 

"Shit. „How do you deal with that?" 

"Thats what no one could figure out. We cant just hop into other people's heads and see what's going on inside, you 
know? So, Weiki had to make the best call he could - Better to have one of your best friends alive and getting 
help, even if it means out of the band" 


"Alive and out.or dead" 


Silent nods greeted Uli 


‘Stil though. Its lke.its lke Im not entirely accepted, Andi Don't you or Roland ever get that sensation?" 

‘Oh, ja But see, thats, | think, part of what comes with replacing somebody. We're not the originals. We're not the 
founding guys and we know if. We have shoes we try fo fill, while knowing we could never be them. We can just be 
us and try our best to do justice and do what we love," Roland offered 


As night fell around them and "Helloween 20" settled down to sleep, more than one of them heard the sound of 


paper rustling fo conceal a man crying in the dark 
we 


Vigilem and Genetrix met in silence. Another day had dawned and behind the closed doors, their hidden wing of the 
hospital seemed to hum with a peculiar energy. Electricity was in the air, more than figuratively. Above them, the 
crystal apparatus spat off sparks. Below them, the floor gave a low, bone-deep thrum. Genetrix nodded slowly as 
Vigilem glided fo place a flat parcel on top of an already impressive pile of similar such packages. All of them had 
the name Ingo Schwichtenberg scrawled upon them in black ink. 

"Another one?" 

U7] Ye s " 

"The Weikath" 

"Yes. He is.persistent." 

‘Like the Hansen. The Hansen has tried again to get in." 

‘Mmm. One is almost violent in his tries fo come into this room. The other." 

"The other holds on in another way. They both grieve." 

‘deed Should we let the Hansen in?" 

"When waking is achieved." 

They turned to the apparatus bearing Ingo and, beside him, a transformed Custos. He appeared much more human 
now, with dark African skin yet the light hair prevalent of a Melanesian islander. He remained thin and short, built 

lke a swimmer. On his left arm, a faded tattoo marked hm as a Praesidx. Genetrix carefully unhooked a litany of 
tubes and cords from Ingo’s prone body and Vigilem joined her to place him upon a more conventional gurney. 

Not a word was said as they split up. Vigiem returned to Custos’ side. Genetrix wheeled Ingo out into a recovery 


room. 


She didn't need to wait long for the drummer to slowly awaken. 


"Hallo," Genetrix kept her voice low and assuring 

hgo blinked drowsily. "Weiki?" 

‘No, | am Genetrix." 

"Oh" he couldnt help the slightly crestfallen undertone. 


"Your Hansen has tried to break in several times though," Genetrix tried to inject a touch of humour to lift his 


spirits. She was rewarded with a slow smile. 
"That.sounds like Kai Um, where..?" 


"You are in hospital. Recovering. You were under intensive care for many weeks." She intentionally left out Custos’ 


name. 

‘it wasn't a dream." 

‘No. For now, have a sleep. If you feel you are ready, later, you have some things to read." 

From whom?" Ingo couldnt stifle a huge yawn 

‘From your Weikath. From your Hansen And Custos." 

"Custos? Where's he?" 

Genetrix didn’t answer. Her silence seemed fo sweep away the drowsiness in his head. Ingo tried to sit himself up. 


"Your Praesidx is not here yet," Genetrix bit her own tongue at the slp, bending a little to conceal the blush as she 
raised the head of hgo's new bed There was no getting out of this 


‘My what?" 

"Your Praesidx. Custos." 

"What's that mean?" 

"Do you feel you can read?" 

"Uh. okay. What do you want me to read?" 


‘Begin with this It will explain, to some length," Genetrix pulled a small book from her pocket. Ingo eyed the title: 


‘The Picture of Dorian Gray’ and raised an eyebrow. The physician left Ingo to the book upon seeing him open it to 
the first pages. 

Ingo read slowly, finding the story itself entertaining until a sickening thought occurred to him. He had leapt in front 
of an oncoming U-bahn. He had thrown himself in front of a monster that literally outweighed hm by several 
tonnes. Factoring in the speed at which the thing was coming at him made it more than clear that he should have 
ded that day. There was, realistically, no chance in hell he should have lived fo fell the tale. 


As he read further into the protagonist, Dorian Gray, and his adventures, Ingo almost didn’t feel the colour slowly 
drain from his face. This Dorian Gray fellow, invincible as he seemed, did not age. He did not sustain illness or injury. 
hgo's brow constricted in a kind of guilt-ridden horror-behind-disqust as he read of Dorian Gray going to opium 
dens, feeling nothing of the drug. Of Dorian Gray being accosted by a man bent on revenge for a years-old deed 


"You rejected my sister. She took her own life, she loved you so! You cad! You dog! cried the man accosting 


Dorian 


How can he be? Was not your poor sister dead these eighteen years, James?’ a prostitute asked, approaching the 
two men The fellow, James, looked closely at the blond Adonais of a man before him - he looked barely out of his 
twenties. No, this could not be the Prince Charming’ that had so dearly broke his sister's heart 

The error was not to last long James followed the Adonais, stalking him lke a predator. Indeed, as crazy as it was, 


this fiend was the one who had driven his sister to her death At last, James confronted Dorian Gray..." 


Hands shook as Ingo read onward The fellow James was ultimately left dead and while the murder itself was bad 
enough, what was worse, the drummer found, was Dorian Gray's own utter dispassion He seemed guiltless - or so 
burdened with a guilt he refused to acknowledge that another man died in the deed of helping Dorian Gray destroy 
the body. h a stroke, this Dorian Gray had killed not one man, but two. Not two people, but three. 

Ingo read onward still, reading of Dorian finally opening a cupboard door. The portrait of a man hung there, but it 
was not of a man in his prime and beautiful It was of a wizened, hideous, crooked old man with not a smile, but a 


scowl upon his crumpled, spotted face. 


He dropped the book three pages before the tale’s end; the painting and its implication dancing in his head so 
feverishly that it seemed to chase away the other demons within 


Midnight Sun 
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Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 22: Midnight Sun 


"l woke up in the midnight sun 
So aware damage has been done 
Agony or sanctuary 

Only fate will show the way." 
--Helloween, Midnight Sun 


They sat in a moment of silence together. Michael Weikath had slipped his way into the room, somehow shadowing 
one of the nurses therein F he was honest with himself, he knew he should have been caught at it several times, 
leading him to think that the nurse he shadowed let him get away with it. Played dumb. He stared down at an open 
folder in his hands. 


it was the strangest, cruellest thing he had ever set eyes on 
"l didn't know about this. Im.. God, Im sorry, Ingo," he said for the hundredth time. 


"Weiki, no one knew.." Ingo trailed off. They had hashed out a litany of ideas connected to that folder held in the 
guitarists hands. 


"£ ld known half of this sooner, ld." 

"Weiki, dont You have Uli now. Just dont” 

Silence fell. Weikath read the first page of the folder again Hs mind drank in, yet again, the words explaining the 
origins of schizophrena, its effects on the human brain and how it often lay in silent wait until near-adulthood It 
put him in the mind of imagining a predator, hidden in the shadows and waiting fo ambush its prey. And the prey 
having no clue until it was too late. He turned the pages one by one, taking in the possibilities. Some of them still 
struck him as odd 

One in particular made him pause. 

‘Um, Ingo, dd. Did you read this?" 

"Which page?" 

"This one, with the treatment options." 

Ingo blushed. He hadn't had the nerve to get that far; hesitating after only page three. Weiki took the blush for 
what it was and he silently admitted to himself that, were he in Ingo's place, he doubted he would have been able 
fo get that far himself. Descriptions of mental illnesses such as this were enough to put a fright in anyone. 
"What's it got?" Weiki didn’t comment on the slight tremble in Ingo’s voice. 

‘Ingo. When you, um.. started the.. That stuff. Was it just the hash first?" 

"Well. that came out of nowhere." 

‘No, its not out of nowhere. Really." 


‘So what are you getting at?" 


Without a word, Weikath leaned over and passed the file to Ingo. Hs free hand gestured specifically to a paragraph 
foward the bottom of the page he was on: 


studies by the Neuroscience Department at the University of Montreal and the American Psychiatric Association 
discover new findings regarding cannabidol's antipsychotic properties. Potential treatments using CBD - thats in 
cannabis oil - show promising results for psychosis, schizophrenia and other disorders.. Ingo, are you getting me? It 
means maybe you were part right." 


"Well, |. You're not going to hate me if | think about trying this, are you?" 


"Why would I? If it means you getting better - and look here, these are real doctors, Ingo. Real medical clinics. Real 


hospitals, real studying being done here." 

‘Dyou think, um. Could it be possible..?" 

"To come back?" 

Ingo's face lost a half-shade of colour. There was hope marrying to fear in his eyes and Weiki saw it clearly as a 
cloudless day. He was almost saved from answering when the door to Ingo's room opened, admitting Genetnix. Weiki 
bit his lp and moved fo stand up but sat back down again upon the physician's silent signal that he could remain 
"You are speaking of possible treatments," it wasn’t a question 

‘a | just wanted fo know if." He couldn't bring himself to put his hope into words. 

‘Let us evaluate all things first, yes? You are aware of your Praesid." 

"Wait, his what?" Weiki interjected 


"l read that story but Im not sure | completely get it either." 


‘Ah. Dorian Gray. | will explain" Genetrix sat next to Weiki, positioned so she was facing both of them at once. "I is 
a rare thing that such is implemented, Drummer. You recall everything up to this point?" 


Ingo nodded shakily. A tear sipped unnoticed down his face as he felt Michael Weikath quietly take the drummer's 
hand in his own and hold on. 


"What | am to fell you will seem.odd And what | am to fell you must remain only between us. | cannot stress this 
- do | have your word, both of you, that you shall keep silent on this matter?" 


"What about Markus and the rest of the band, Fraulein..?" 
'Genetrix. Weikath, yes?" 

"Mm-hmm" 

| dislike harsh truths, but your band does not have him, does it?" 
Weikath blushed and could not suppress a shudder. Hs voice was small 


"Ljust want him better and. We had to keep going.." His reasoning sounded somehow pathetic, unacceptable to his 


OWN ears. 


"You could not do both. That is why..well. Everything. You might have noticed the file in your hand, Weikath. The 


Praesidx is a last resort - | will answer questions in a moment, Weikath. Yes, the drummer has a Praesidix. | asked 
him to read Dorian Gray in order to help explain what this is. A Praesidx is one who bonds with another to ensure 


survival." 
‘Ingo, what's she say - " 


Genetrix fell silent and locked eyes with the drummer. He flushed, then paled, then flushed again A deep breath 


later, his words came out in almost a stutter. 


"L. th-the train | j-jumped in front of it and. And this guy grabbed me.." Tears fell heedless from his warm brown 
eyes as Ingo told his mate the strange tale of how he'd ended up here. Of the queer little fellow in blue, whose 
face was concealed Of the metallic monster he'd leapt in front of, having lost all hope, of the time-stopping field 
and the pull of countless other timelines. 

When his fale ended, Ingo looked away in silence, terrified that for a second time, he'd witness someone walking 


away from him. 


Weiki sat, stunned He found nothing he could say - his own brain whirled around in confusion This had to be 
another delusion Who could stop an oncoming train? Time, stopped? Other timelines? It all sounded like great 
maternal for a science fiction work but..fiction It hadnt been real, had it? He stared at Ingo lying in his bed and in 
his mind, heard the roar of the train 

And then it struck him..again 

Ingo Schwichtenberg had flung himself in front of a train A train wasnt something you could just stop on a dime. 


hgo had jumped in front of a kiling machine 

hgo had jumped 

And was still here 

The get-well parcels hed sent now seemed worthless Dust They meant absolutely nothing, less than nothing, as he 
stared at the man before him. He said nothing for a long moment: Inside his own raging head, he made a promise: 


Ingo Schwichtenberg would be part of Helloween again, come hell or high water. 


Genetrix cleared her throat to bring the two back to the present She didn’t seem to notice that both men were 
silently crying now. 


"Yes. All of that You, Drummer, have been in treatment for some months now, recovering from the impact. That 


is why you needed, and still need, your Praesidx. You and he are now, in a sense, one. Your pain is his fo feel - " 
"Wait, say again?" They both stared now, unsure if one, the other, or both of them, had voiced the question 


"Your pain is for your Praesidix fo feel He is your Dorian's painting, Ingo. Everything you feel will be shared with 
him. By hm. It is part of your treatment. h turn, you must feed him as he feeds you." She studied their silent 


expressions of contusion. Frowning a little, Genetrix took Ingo's hand from Weikath's own and seemed to choose one 
finger. 
They watched in horror as she deftly brought forth a scalpel and sliced Ingo's index finger open 


"What the hell?!" Weikath roared. The guitarist leapt to his feet; an angrily protective air radiating from him. 
"Weiki.! didn’t feel that," Ingo marveled, now staring at his hand 


The guitarist stopped himself from storming at the physician and stared dumbly at his friend. 
| didnt feel that. 


| didn't feel that: 


ky eyes slid down to stare at Ingo's cut finger. He expected a steady flow of blood, he expected to see hgo's 
teeth grit in pain, or his brow tensed, reacting. Yet there were none of those things He stared at the cut 
appendage. It looked unreal, a bloodless litte cut sealing itself and in seconds, Ingo's hand was perfectly undamaged 
The skin was smooth and unmarked as if he'd not been touched 


Genetrix performed the experiment a second time to prove that neither man was hallucinating 
1 saw that. You saw that?" 
"I saw it. You..?" 


"| saw it" 


They whispered to each other, letting the shock of this alien thing roll through them. Weikath sat heavily down into 
his chair again 


"Your Praesidx felt that. Now, as for the rest of your treatment." 


Genetrix explained slowly to each of them the entire plan. She had no notions of either man being stupid, but 
rather that the plan laid out was detailed and in some parts, eerily precise. Somehow, the treatment plan included 
cannabis oil, a steady det of fish interspersed with occasional doses of chocolate - something about Omega-3 fatty 
acids and serotonin Ingo didnt fully get at first - a lot of drumming and a life with someone who could feel his 
pain 

it was the most out-of-this-world treatment either musician had heard but they were at the point of "Whatever 
worked". 


I cannabis oil, fish, music and a promise was their arsenal against the shadows, then that was it 


And if it worked, Michael Weikath knew he'd be able to play without fear again 


Once a Pumpkin 


Author's Notes: 

The author extends apologies for the slight lateness of this latest chapter. Some things will be alluded to or hinted 
at, but not delved into detail 

Some things, the author believes, are not proper to go over in lurid detail out of respect and love for the 


individuals concerned 


Letters fo the Dead 
Chapter 23: Once a Pumpkin 


‘Its so sad and so true but what can | do 
Only a few years then its up to you 
To care for yourself, | hope | gave good advice 


For all your life, how fo survive." 


--Helloween; A Milion to One 


hgo, 


| know it has been only a few weeks since we last talked, but how are you? Are you out of hospital now? I hope 
you are feeling better. | wanted fo send you something but it was too big for them to keep, so I sent it to your 
house, okay? Let me know when you've got it. | want you fo have it. Keep it. Use it. Practise. | had the heads 
looked at, so they should be brand-new again 

We're out on tour again We finshed ‘Time of the Oath: | think | fold you that already, but here. | want to know 
what you think. | want you to hear if, Ingo. Listen to it for me, okay? Tell me where we all messed up! Hehehe. 


| miss you already. Wish you were here. Have you opened your other presents yet? 
Once a Pumpkin, always a Pumpkin 
--Weiki 


The drummer half-smiled as he finished reading the letter. A month had passed since that day in the hospital room 
with Weiki and Genetrix. Although they had been allowed to confide in Markus, Kai had since refused contact. h 
retrospect, it was perhaps for the best. He shuddered, remembering the last screaming match between Weikath 
and Hansen. They'd come within a hair's breadth of a full-blown brawl and had to be restrained 

He still couldn't shake the harsh words of blame Kai had fired at his former partner. 1195 had become the most 
surprising year of his life. He had expected to de, yet here he was, alive and physically, quite well. It was as if the 


drummer had never gone to that station in Friedricksburg. As if he never had felt the impact of a train. Had he 
ded that day, what kind of hell would the guys have unleashed on each other? Would they have torn themselves 


apart, as Custos had more than suggested? 
Kais fury and Weik's fears told him all he needed to know. 


Ingo walked through his house and into the practise room. There it sat - looking brand-new as if he'd just 
unwrapped it. Hs kit shone, spotless The new heads fit lke a dream on the shells and he couldn't help but caress 
the glittering cymbals as they reflected his own face back at him. He could drum again He could practise to his 
hearts content, and with his kit. It wasnt a borrowed thing t wasn't a rental. It was his - belonging entirely fo Ingo 
Schwichtenberg alone. 

Brown eyes glanced at the letter in his hand The last lines made him blink back the urge to weep again 


He left the practise room and found, amid a sizeable pile of gifts he'd already opened, the album Weiki had 
mentioned It lay atop a new leather jacket, a box of custom sticks he so loved and a stack of photographs from 
the first leg of Helloweer's current tour. 

Ingo seized the new album and stared at the familar, starry-sky face of the Keeper. He was about to open the 
disc and put it into its player when the door bell rang. The drummer answered the door and found Custos standing 
in front of him. The smaller visitor exuded a strange mix of calm serenity and an undertone of nervousness. Cane 
held in his left hand, the dark-skinned figure displayed an odd tic of running his fingers over what Ingo could fell was 
a kind of tattoo or branding on the skin of his left arm. 

‘Custos. You look..um...different." 

| erm.. Well Yes, it wouldn't do to not appear..human, would it?" 

The two spoke nervously. To stave off an awkward silence, Ingo stepped back to allow entry into his house. 

"Why not come in? | was just going to listen to a new album." 


"That sounds good. Oh, and | have your tea." 


‘Tea’ t was actually fea in every sense of the word, but they both knew what kind of tea it was Custos carried 
with him. Ingo glanced at his visitor, noting the small backpack slung over one shoulder. 


"You can put that by the door if you want." 
"Thanks. There are a few things in here for you." 
"What, are you bringing me Christmas early?" Ingo managed a hesitant laugh 


Custos smiled and followed the drummer carefully into the practise room. It was then that Ingo put in the new 
album, preparing to listen fo it as Weiki had asked A flutter sounded as the disc case was opened. 


think something fell out." 


‘lve got it," Ingo replied He retrieved a folded piece of paper that had fallen out of the album's inner sleeve, 
noticing only after the album had begun to play that the paper seemed..less substantial. Thin, unusually thin, Like 
tissue paper in his fingers. To unfold the thing, the drummer noted the extreme care he had to take to avoid 
damaging it 


When it finally opened, the drummer shook his head as if to clear it. The first song had by now, ended, fading eerily 


into a second piece. 

‘Custos, this has writing on it." 

"Whats it say?" 

"L. | can't seem fo fell Its like Im trying to read two things at once. Like somebody wrote over something else." 


"Hm. Can I check the paper?" 


He didn't ask to read it - they both knew that would be quite pointless, given Custos’ useless eyes. Hs cane now lay 
folded on the floor beside him, soon forgotten as, upon passing the dream-walker the object in question, Ingo saw 
for himself a change that sent a shiver down his spine. 

The paper thickened, seeming to solidify in Custos’ grasp. 

It thickened, and if Ingo's eyes didn't fool him, one became two. 


‘Custos, hold that up. You hold it | will read it," Ingo's voice shook a little. 


Hs blind companion held up the paper. Ingo's eyes seemed fo hungrily devour the words written thereon 


hgo, 


Its fouring tme, as you probably know. If youve opened this, then youre probably hearing the album now. Read the 
cover inside too. We, Markus, Andi and | will be talking to the labels soon | want you back on, at least with your 
name listed. | know youre stil trying fo recover and all You can recover now. And then | want to try and have 
you with us, even if you cant tour because of your health stuff. This album copy is for you only. Nobody else. 
Have you heard all of it yet? Let me know when you do. | really do want to hear you fell us how shitty it is and 
how our rhythm stinks 


Markus was right, Ingo. He was right. We were all right and we were all wrong. Youre not still mad at me, are you? 


Get better so you can be a pumpkin with us again, okay? 


--Weiki 


Custos held still Ingo moved Custos‘ hands, somehow managing to bring the second page forward even as, upon the 
drummer's touch, the two solid sheets seemed fo fade into a single, fissue-thin sheet once more. It was creepy, 
honestly, feeling the pages go from two to one, from one to two, from fragile and transparent to something much 
more substantial 


The drummer couldn't muster the voice to ask "What the hell?" once the second page was firmly visible. 


October I7 1996 


hgo, 


A year ago, you..left us. Left. | cant say the other word, so dont make me. It hurts. It hurts too much | still have 
nightmares about it all You were buried on March 22 It was hell, Ingo. I shil is. | didn’t fell anyone who carved 
your stone - thats our secret. Markus and I did it ourselves... You can laugh. | did end up with a cut on my hand 
from a chisel Markus smashed his thumb with one of the hammers. But we dd it We had a professional take a 
look and fix some mistakes we did 


| couldnt see straight. We both didnt spell your name right a couple of times 
We're due for another album soon. It's almost done but it feels..empty. 


Í cried when | had fo let you go in 1793. | cried again when we found out you.. left. Im still crying | miss you, Mr. 
Smile. 


Ingo looked away before his eyes met the signature on the final page. Tears welled in his eyes 

"What the hell is that, Custos? What did you do?" Ingo bit his lp and squinted both eyes shut. Memories came at 
him hard and fast. Reminders. Sensations he only now thought of as his mind took him back to the day he'd tried 
fo take his own life. 


"What..did.. you..do?" 


A Little lime 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 24: A Little Time 


"Higher 
Its what | expect from my life 
Its lke a wire 


That holds me back down to the ground." 
--Helloween; A Little Time 


"What..did..you.do?" The tremble in hgo's voice was hard to miss 


Custos dropped the two sheets of paper, which immediately returned to that previous state of being a single sheet 
of tissue-thin material He let out a soft sigh and braced himself. 


"What do you remember from the hospital, drummer?" 

‘And that's got to do with this.how?" 

"Just tell me. And Hl explain." 

"Well | had this dream after.atter | jumped You. And this wall stopping the train, then the wall broke. | screamed 
And then | woke up to find Weiki at my side looking like death on a cracker. And.something about a book. Dorian 
Gray or something?" 


"Mm-hmm. That was no dream. H was quite real" 


‘So whats that got to do with.whatever the hell happened fo that?" Ingo pointed to the sheet of paper, 


momentarily forgetting his companion couldn't see the gesture 
"To what?" 

'Um..right That-letter. Thing. That thing," Ingo blushed 

Custos allowed himself a moment to breathe and told Ihgo everything h the hour or so they had sat, one listening 
and one speaking the look on Ingo's face had slowly changed From confusion to disbelief From disbellef to a strange 


Kind of disgust, fear and awe. From that, to a slow burn 


‘So | cant get hurt. Or die." 


"You could F your Praesidx - that is, me - des." 


‘So... Youre from the future of another time. And you can make it so | can read letters from ‘there’ and the 
timeline you come from..the timeline where Im dead. And Michi broke my headstone. And Kaj, Michi, Weiki.they all 
met you. And you did this ritual thing and got into their heads And then you changed time. Just so you could stop 


me from..°" The drummer felt sweat trickle down the back of his neck. As he spoke, his voice took on a tremble. 
"Essentially." 


"l still have the shit n my head How do you plan on facing that, huh? Can you cure that? Can you give me my 
whole world back?" 


"Not instantly." 


'L. | gotta go. | have to get out of here. | gotta be alone. | gotta think" The drummer rose to his feet and began to 


pace lke a caged animal 
will depart, as | am in your domain Listen to the album again, will your" 


Custos took the slightly shaking ‘hmm’ as a response. Upon standing, the dream-wakker carefully found his way fo 
the door and let himself out. Logically, it was a lot to fake in It was a lot fo assimilate as death itself was warded 
off. And yet, as he too thought about it all, a part of their freedom seemed to be gone. One could not die. The 


other was bound as a kind of slave. 
wie 


They lay out seemingly strewn across his floor with no rhyme or reason. A leather jacket lay close fo his right- 
hand-side double kick drum. A pair of pristine drum sticks lay on top. Tee shirts lay in an apparently careless arc 
he could see over his kit: The Keeper emblazoned on a black background lay next to a grey shirt with a pumpkin 
holding a lance. Next to that one lay Fang-Face and just above Fang-Face's swinging fist, Ingo could make out Weik’s 
signature in white. 


Next to that, lay a thin chain strung with a key and a peculiar, clear crystal point. 


Helloween’s new album began to play again. Ingo sat down behind his kit and, for a moment, just stared at the pair 
of sticks in his hands. They felt..right. The wood was smooth, with the faintest hint of a beginning roughness from 
use. The weight lay just ‘so, balancing the butt foward his wrist as the shoulder and head of the sticks dangled 
slightly downward at the ready. This was almost sensual, the way these sticks rested on his palms, how his fingers 
curled gently round 

Hs eyes flicked to the drumstick heads - Nylon heads? Curious. Switching his grip, both sticks now rested in one 
hand while his other rose to inspect the stick tps Learned fingers traced the smooth, slightly softer give these tips 
offered. There was a peculiar lack of.stiffness in these. A sort of ‘give’ that foretold a return of energy upon a 
stroke. 


Ingo had to try these out. 


Hands switched their grip again and he let the new album wash over his mind He could face this He could beat this 


He wasn't alone. Weik’'s words rang like a bell through his head again as another tune came up. 
Get better so you can be a pumpkin with us.. 
Somehow, the words from the song playing on his stereo swirled into the clanging bell inside his head 


Only a few years, then it's up to you 
Get better so you can. 


Hs hands began to move of their own accord Hs feet found their way fo the kick pedals. The hi-hat swooshed 


nicely. The right-side bass gave an assuring, low boom. 


To care for yourself, | hope | gave good advice 
be a pumpkin with us.. 


Hs left hand came down; drum stick stroking down and slightly across the Black Beauty snare. The stnke-and-hiss 


inch crash resounded in his ears 

Boom. Boom. Rrrrroll... Ingo found himself beginning to smile at the sounds his kit and his body were producing 

He had almost forgotten how sensual this was. The drummer let his body do what it wanted. Hands moved faster, 
flying across the toms and reaching, touching the cymbals just so. And bells resounded He was drowning in the 
sound and breathing clean air. A familar, dull burn began to form in his legs, toward the back of the thighs and 
under the knees. Hs ankles took on the feeling of well oiled joints. Hs feet walked without taking him anywhere. 


Another piece came up, slowly filtering through. Within the splashes, the crashes and rolls of growing thunder, Ingo 
found his mind churning. And it was all right: 


What can | do? Will | be getting through? 


He'd been shattered Desperate for something he thought he couldnt regain Hs identity had been stripped away as 
demons in his head laughed It hadn't been worth the struggle any more. The fight had been too much. He'd been 
alone, for a moment he had been alone. A moment was all that the darkness ever needed. And then he wasnt 
alone. 


Not any more. 
Too proud to fight, Im walking back into night 


It had been creepy, kind of frightening, to see a piece of history from a time some-when else. The realisation of 
what was put in to fight for survival here, it kind of got to him as his hands continued their strokes, keeping up 


with new and unfamiliar music. 
He closed his eyes. Weikis voice came down as if the man was standing there, right there. Just past the sixteen- 


inch Crash 
| want you back on, at least with your name listed.. 


Hs feet moved faster. The double-kick seemed to ache against him, like he wasn’t working the thing aggressively 


enough. 

Í cried when | had fo let you go.. 

The songs switched again. A new piece demanded a taster tempo. Ingo Schwichtenberg laughed as tears ran down 
his face. He finally began to sweat 


He wanted to read more letters. He wanted to know more. 


He wanted to play again 


Tempus Elysium 


Author's Notes: 
A special someone cameos in this chapter. And no, | don’t own Monty Python: The usual copyright stuff applies. 
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Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 25: Tempus Elysium 


"Feel it running off so strong and clear 

An age is over fast and disappears 

Help him if you can; his hour will come soon 
Push away his fear and he'll see Elysium." 


--Helloween; Time 


Sven walked away from Ihgo's flat feeling a little lighter, if a little more confused, than he thought. Ingo had, once 
again, throttled him in a game of pool and a few hours drumming together had felt honestly wonderful. Seeing his 
best friend smile again, genuinely smile, was more than he could ask for. He'd gone over the treatment, odd though 
it was. 

it was a litte disconcerting in its way. Before 1995, he remembered feeling absolutely tired of the games, the failed 
attempts to get clean and away from that disgusting powder. Yet, Ingo had been half-right. Half-right and half- 


wrong. 

He had never considered cannabis as an actual medicine. Yet, he ran the method over in his mind again.. It fit. From 
what he knew of basic chemistry, basic biology and a little Neurology IOl in Ingo's folder. It fit. The oils worked 
together. The enzymes didnt conflict or cause side effects 


He didn't consider "munchies" a side effect 


No, hallucinations, thinking you could fly, acting dead from the neck up, not eating, nausea fo the point of losing 


lunch, hearing demons. Those were side effects 


Sven found himself returning home with a little more spring in his step. There'd be good days and bad days, but 
maybe things were finally looking up. 


Maybe he'd get to see a miracle. 


vv 


hgo, 


How are you doing? How's that treatment working? We're working on another album after the ‘Time of the Oath’ 
four. And here's some news for you. We have you back on the album list. We weren't quite allowed fo reveal your 
full name yet, so how does ‘The Seventh Key’ sound? | fold you about our new singer, Andi Deris, right? He and 
Markus decided to pull a stupid prank on me on the tour bus - they stole my pants! There | was, in just my 
underwear on the bus, not knowing where my jeans went off fo. Those guys. How should | get them back? 


--Weiki 


Ingo sat with Custos on a comfortable leather couch, reading divergent letters from divergent timelines. The 
afternoon had gone as well as the morning had with Sven's visit despite the drummer's guilt that he couldnt fell his 
best friend everything. He couldnt tell him about the bond that kept him impervious to harm. 

And as he read the letters through Custos’ strange touch, the drummer couldnt notice the beginnings of age 


emerging on his companior's face. 


August 7, 1797 


hgo, 


Touring is done. We're heading back home to record another album. | can’t stay here much longer, Ingo. | can’t. Is 
foo cold There's too much snow. It just isn’t the same Hamburg without you. Without how things used to be. lil 
probably find a new place to call home. It won't stop me from coming fo visit you, but | cant stay. The memories 
are too much | can't escape the ghosts. | think Im going to do something about it | read something It was about 
whats called ‘virtual reality: Im going to do more reading and make something ike that. | cant create actual reality, 
but | can come close. 


Hl start on it tomorrow. 

| cant bring you back but | can take myself fo you 

--Weki 

"Custos, what did that mean?" 

"l encountered this in his dreams. He created a device that..essentially allowed him fo dream while awake. It was a 
difficult device to build and if | recall, not all of the bugs had been taken care of. He used it anyway, quite 
frequently as time wore on. The breaking point came thirty years on in Helloween's existence. Nightmares plagued 
him and spread to the others who knew you." 


"Which is where you eventually came in?" 


"Yes. After Michael Kiske broke down and shattered your tombstone. | had not covered my tracks well enough and 


was found He and Hansen found an online article about what I do. And then I lost concentration for half a second" 
"Which. made you fall into somebody's dream." 

‘es 

hgo rose from his place and crossed the room. He returned fo the couch with a smallish lockbox in his hands 

"Um. can you make it so both ‘times’ of these letters stay intact?" 


"can" 


Custos didn't tell hm what the process did. Without a word, the dream-walker took every letter Ingo handed to 
him. There were no bangs and whistles. There was no great light. There was barely a scent on the air of something 
earthy, spicy as the letters diverged under his touch. Letters from here soon lay with messages from a tme that 
now only existed as a theoretical possibility. As its own divergence. 

The procedure ended swiftly, for there weren't foo many letters thus far. He didn’t mind - it gave Custos a dark 
sense of comfort knowing that he could prolong the process a few messages at a time. He thought of his status 


and had come to terms with what it meant. 
‘Hey, you want to see a movie?" Ingo's question pulled the dream-walker out of slowly darkening thoughts 
"F you dont mind describing for me. What dd you have in mind?" 


‘Mmm... You'll see," the drummer smiled He carried his lockbox with its new treasures to a hidden place in his 


home, just behind his drum kit. Upon returning, Ingo pulled out a tape from his collection The movie began 


"Da-da-daaaa.. Da-da-da-da! The screen flickered to life, depicting a ridiculous band of knights. They pretended to 
gallop as if on horseback with the lead man clacking coconut shells together to simulate the sound of horses’ 
hooves. The men behind him sang an equally ridiculous tune, trying - and failing - to imitate regal trumpets with 


Just their voices." 

‘go, what in the world?" 

"Youll see - er..hear. Hehehehe!" The drummer snickered; the sound itself conveying the stupidly silly grin on his 
face. The movie played on, with its King Arthur acting as ‘royal’ as possible amid his band of knights who weren't 
knightly at all Rather, these knights were described as cartoonish, comedic. Slapstick almost. 

Then, came the most ridiculous of them all 

"Fs just a flesh wound! Hl do you for that! 1 just cut your bloody arm off, you idiot! Knave! | am having at thee! 


The Black Knight's opponent took his legs off ‘What are you going to do, bite me to death” King Arthur and his 
men left the Black Knight limbless and somehow, not only stil fully alert but swearing vulgarities at them, 


The ragtag band of knights journeyed on, seeking the legendary ‘Holy Grail. At length, they came upon a dreaded 
group who called themselves ‘The Knights Who Say NI.. 


‘We are the Knights Who Say... shouted one in an absurdly squeaky voice. 

‘The Knights Who Say Ni demand a sacrifice! 

Knights of Ni, we are but simple travelers who seek the enchanter who lives beyond these woods--' 

NI NI NI NI 

Oh, owl! 

‘We shall say "N" again to you, if you do not appease us’ 

‘Well, what do you want? 

We want... a shrubbery!" 

Before long the two went from snickering and chuckling to all-out howling with laughter. Ingo managed to provide 
fairly decent descriptions through his laughing at the Dreaded Rabbit of Cearbannog as the seemingly adorable white 
rabbit gave its thrashing to King Arthurs knights. The poor knights tried everything to defeat their nemesis but 
ultimately, had to flee. 

‘Rabbits. they do fight mean!" Custos managed through his own laughter. 

‘Oh, really?" Ingo asked breathlessly. 

‘Oh, yeah. Had one kick me in the face at one time. Litte fucker almost broke my teeth!" 

"You..got your ass kicked..by a rabbit?!" 

‘Laugh it up, Drummer boy!" 

One movie switched for another. They laughed, playfully exchanging silly retorts and impersonated Monty Python's 
silly characters late into the night. As the final film came to an end, Ingo smiled at a memory fifttering across his 
mind 


"You know, Weiki wrote a stupid song after he saw these movies." 


"Which one was it? Did you play it?" 


‘Oh, yeah Its on Keeper I | remember him being kind of pissed at people who didnt think we could be funny. It was 
weird, honestly. Some thought we were too serious. Others said we didnt take the music thing seriously enough. You 
can't please everybody though" 


‘Id like to hear that song sometime. Wil you play it?" Custos’ voice had faken on a drowsy tone. Ingo glanced at his 
wall clock and yawned 


"Mmm, sure." 


They fell asleep on hgo's warm leather couch One fell into dreams of a rattling, whispering voice taunting him, 
seeking to cross a line the dream-walker wouldn't let it cross. 


The other fell into dreams of drums, laughter and Custos’ words echoing back fo him from a place outside of time. 


‘Maybe | could hear you sometime." 


Dream Dive Four 


Author's Notes: 
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Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 26: Dream Dive Four 


"A creature's reach should exceed its grasp 
Or what's a heaven for?" 


--Lesle Fish; Lucifer 


Michael Weikath read the letter through for the fifth time, struck dumb. It had come in the mail earlier that 
morning before practise began He'd inwardly leapt as he saw Ingo's name on the front of the envelope. However, 
excitement had turned into this quiet, stunned sensation as he sat down on the couch to read Markus peered over 
his shoulder as Andi worked on some vocal lines with the others. ky eyes bored through the message. 

Questions began to swim in the guitarists head 

How had Ingo found out? How did he feel, knowing his secret invention wasn’t entirely a secret any more? 
"Weiki?" 

‘Oh.. yeah, Markus?" 

"You okay? You, um, need fo talk or..?" 

Weiki nodded silently and beckoned his bandmate fo follow. As much as he wanted to fell the others, he had 
promised. And besides, as things were..it wasnt likely wise to let anything out. Closing the studio door behind them, 
he stopped only when they reached the building's back room. 

"Markus, |." 

"You don’t need to explain | think | get it. You made that..what do you call it?" 


| did, ja Its not that - " 


"Weiki Before you go any further, listen | get why you made it. Im kind of flattered, actually. And judging by the 
letter, so is Ingo. You didn't just drop him and forget. People are stupid and threw lies at you." 


‘I know, but. Its just not the same. Uli is an amazing drummer, he really is. He's great and | dont want him feeling 


lke shit either. lm.torn, Markus. | want them both" 
‘And we'll have both even if Ingo cant four yet. Did you sit with Uli and fell him?" 
"Mm-hmm" 


The expression on the guitarists face however, suggested that the idea hadnt gone down well at all Markus’ 
expression didn't change but within, he knew that once again, the ground was beginning to shift under Helloween's 
feet. Whether or not they were to be knocked down again was something, unfortunately, none of them could know. 


wv 


Ingo stared He still couldn't believe that the stately building in front of him was his. All his. And although there was 
some damage left to repair, he was proud of this thing that was his. The grounds were still a little more barren 
than he'd hoped And one room inside was blocked off by a forced fall-in of stone and rubble. Stil, it was his and it 
was healing. 

The drummer marvelled a moment longer, then turned around. He stood on a bridge, connecting his castle with 


something else. Something that seemed fo continuously shift, change, melt and warp on itself. 
"Custos?" he called 


Receiving no answer, Ingo proceeded across the bridge and stood before a set of wide-open, gilded gates. Beyond, 
the thing that warped, twisted and changed became clearer in some spots. He watched an ornate tower form, 
looking like massive crystal spikes Nearby, a kind of lake appeared with the remnants of a shipwreck. The vessel 
itself was of modest size; its tattered sails and cracked yardarms stil displaying hints that, once upon a time, it 
had been a beautiful thing 

Somehwere else, a vibrant garden grew and died in rapid succession Growing, dying, growing, dying eternally. 

Stil somewhere else, a war in some far-off land raged - swords clanged, arrows flew overhead and soldiers fell 
screaming in defiance of the death that claimed them. 


And stil, somewhere else, Ingo saw one and only one constant thing in this mess of all things that kept changing. A 
statue stood unmoving, unchanging It gleamed a little, reflecting a bit of light from its white marble surface. Ingo 
dared to venture closer and found the thing to be more massive than it first seemed A youngish, yet slightly 
care-worn face stared down at him through eyes of cut emerald Its left hand rested upon a carved sword 
pommel while its right hung relaxed at its side. It wore a light cuirass and a cloak over its shoulders. Its expression 


was serene. 


"You called?" Custos’ voice gave the drummer a start He whirled round to face the dream-walker behind him. 


‘Um... ja. What is this? | didn't just walk into your head, did |?" 

"Yes and no. | am your Praesidx, so we are connected My door is frozen open to you." 
"Wait. So | could just walk in whenever | liked?" 

"Yog" 


Ingo blushed and backed away a few steps. Behind him, a familar, low hiss began to sound Although Custos missed 
it visually, the flash of terror was felt in here, in this world of dreams. 


‘Custos, | think we'd better go. Its them again." 

"Who?" 

"the voices." 

"Ah," Custos’ expression became as unreadable as a Vulcan's. And despite the flutters of insecurity he felt at 
leaving his own gates wide open, the oneironaut moved resolutely foward the sound. Around him, ghostly duplicates 
of Ingo Schwichtenberg formed and re-formed Whether it was bravery or stupidity, Ingo didn't know. 

He followed close behind and tried fo ignore the voices, the hissing whispers, growing louder in this world that was 
his own head. 

| can fly. Oh, you remember that? That was fun! 

Dont listen to him. You know he hates you: 

‘That's right, you said he could fly! Hehehehe!" 

‘They hate you. Stay away from them' 


tts dangerous, you know. You might throw a drum stick.’ 


Custos kept moving, Ingo shook his head wildly at the voices and mirages around hm. The voices simply got louder 
and more tangled as they proceeded onward Hs castle doors lay open Inside they went. 


‘No. | dont want to listen to that shit any more!" 
"Take my hand, Ingo. And dont let go." 
1 don't want fo go over there." 


The main chamber was a modest yet handsome place with stone floors and warm, welcoming rugs. Paintings hug on 


the walls between torch sconces of his parents, his sister, his elder step brother and his best friend Sven. The two 
went down instead of up, passing by the curved staircases to the higher floors. They took instead, a direction 
through a plain black door down a twisted, rather rough-cut stairwell When they reached this floor, the room 
before them had every characteristic of a classic medieval dungeon. Rough walls, flickering torches, and toward the 
back of the room, a massive caged cell 

hside the cell, the walls here were drenched, stained forever in dark, thick red blood On the floor, piles of bones 
lay in various states of breakdown - a few were whole and bleached Most were broken shards of bloodied mess. 


Ingo didn’t want to speculate of the red chunks of who-knows-what that lay mingled in with the bones. 

And hovering above it all, was a black miasma. It sent out slithering wisps which formed the hallucination-lke ghosts 
that were the voices Ingo heard It swirled and hissed madly, formless in its malice. A thousand snakes somehow 
Joined with a thousand sighs of a thousand people taking their final breath It taunted them, yet never left its cage. 
It spoke. 

"Why hello again, Herr Prime Minster. Or is it Your Majesty? No, you have no birds to fly. Fame isn’t yours and 
the guitar isn’t yours. Take off the wig, Clown Wait no, you can fly you can swim you cant drum and have some 
of this. It will shut all the things up and the drums will shatter and your hair is a wig, did you know that? Prime 
Minister Schwichtenberg, theyre after you. Through the telephones, Weikath is after you and Kiske thinks he's God 
Muminati, dont you think? Disguises and lies and the court failed you and - " 


"Silence." 


Custos didn’t raise his voice. He didn't shout. All he did was do his best imitation of Weiki's quiet firmness. Ingo 
shuddered 


"l want out of here. That. its where the voices and the smells and shit comes from, isn’t it?" 

“Ht ig" 

"Can. Can you kill it?" 

‘ can't do that. Its literally a part of you very genetics. You remember that piece in your treatment folder?" 
‘Ja. F you can't kill if.. how can we make it stop?" 

"We cant make it stop. We can however, contain it a little more securely. We can make it quieter in here. Like 


soundproof foam on the walls so itll drown out most of everything And we can lock the door. You will have to 


continue what you're doing, of course." 
"With the tea and the fish?" 


"Mm-hmm. Add some chocolate in as well Especially when youre feeling bad. IHI help the mood a bit. Just don’t go 


crazy with it or you'll get chubby." 

"And what about you?" 

"Well." Custos cut himself off and let go of Ingo's hand He stood lke a statue and began to whisper in a language 
Ingo couldnt begin to identify. From that faint sound of gears clicking under his clothes, a kind of iridescent blue 
anti-cloud' emerged. Slowly, very slowly, it coated the room lke paint. And was it Ingo's imagination, or did the 
drummer hear that hideous miasma a little less clearly? Like it had indeed just been muffled? 

"You can't stay in here lke this forever!" 

"l could. | would be constantly asleep, so.. that would be, um... Inconvenient." 

Ingo made a face Custos couldnt see. He scratched his head 

‘Could we..kind of do a balance? Could you do this, you know, sometimes but not all the time?" 

"l could. | would need your help though. When Im in full dream-state like this, | am, naturally, not awake." 

Ingo considered He watched Custos’ anti-cloud thicken a little. The cage door slowly swung shut. Although it couldn't 
lock, for it had no latch, it was indeed shut. The miasma was stil there inside and it still tried to send out its 
misty, tenebrous wisps. It hissed and whispered and sighed but it all sounded Ike it came from a distance rather 
than right in front of them. 

The drummer ran the treatment over in his head again, remembering how he felt. Step by step. Hour by hour. Ht 
had been showing signs of working - he had felt the need to perform basic care. He had begun to feel a little more 
organised in his thought processes. That helplessness had dimmed somewhat and the feelings of being watched or 
followed by some tenebrous unknown had too, lessened its hold on him. 

Now, he stood there examining himself: He could hear distant sounds of repair. Hs castle was still being rebuilt. Hs 
triumphs were increasing from little things by the day fo full days and then full weeks. Maybe months. He had 
begun to feel good - really good Hopeful He smiled as he remembered Weik’s last letter and the latest album. 
His name had been on it 

‘Custos.. | have a spare room | could put you up in" 

He was becoming part of Helloween again. 

"l cant quite pay rent though," the dream-walker replied 


"Thats okay. Just help out when you can. When youre awake." 


He could drum for full sets without anything happening 


1 can do that Im a bit okay in the kitchen" 

"That works. Um. what do I do if | need to wake you?" 

"Just wake me. There should stil be a phal on your counter.” 

He could drum again 

"The one filed with that bright blue stuff?" 

He could talk with the guys Maybe touring could happen again for real 
"That, yes H fils every tme you drum." 

"You live on that?" 

"Anyone who is a Praesidx lives on something Ike that" 


Ingo smiled a little. Every time he drummed, it was captured into a kind of tangible essence. He had to admit, that 


was kind of cool 
"Okay. Hl pick you up in the morning Um.. where do I find you?" 
"You'll know," Custos smiled 


Ingo smiled back 


He could be a Pumpkin again 


| Can... Find Salvation 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 27: | Can. Find Salvation 


"Sent to a world cold as steel 
Dont know where else | have been 
Where will | go? - | can't fell 

Who would save us if we fell 

Can you feel what | see? 

h blind faith would you believe? 
Don't share my point of view 

But it may mean a lot fo you" 


--Helloween; Salvation 


Ingo smiled The last echoes of a drumming session faded away as he peered at the box filled with folded letters 
The number was growing steadily and with each addition, the drummer found a warm glow inside he could look 
forward fo. 

They had fallen into a rhythm, he and Custos. It wasn't the most exciting life but for now, it was enough He was 
drumming again He and the guys heard regularly from each other and lately, a couple of new albums had come 
out, Which reminded him.. 


‘Custos? You yp?" hgo called brightly 

Hs answer came in the sound of a frying pan as the drummer opened the door. Damn, that smelled good 
"There you are. You slept good?" 

"Mm-hmm. Sorry if I didh't hear the alarm clock You want cheese? 

"Dont worry about it Ja, drumming today was good and hard Is the tea ready?" 

"On the counter to the left" 


They sat down to a semi-late luncheon of burgers and salad After a few moments of comfortable silence, Ingo 
spoke up again 


"Some new albums came in. And | think some new letters too. The Dark Ride and..." The drummer tried to hold 
back a snickering laugh. ‘Better Than Raw." 


‘Better Than Raw? Thats a funny title." 
"I know. | bet Markus came up with that one." 


They cleared up and went fo listen fo the albums, still laughing at such a silly title. Better Than Raw went in first 
and with it, Ingo found a small stack of letters He smiled The thought of adding to his collection gave him a 
warmth like little else could these days The drummer patted Custos’ shoulder. 


"Weve got more letters. Can we do some reading today?" 
"Sure." 


Custos’ face hadn't changed terribly much over the past years they had fallen into this rhythm, but there were a 
few signs of ageing. They were both getting older, it was true. The dream-walker didn't see the silent flash of 
worry cross hgo's eyes as they sat down to read from two timelines. Ingo made a silent note fo let Custos sleep 
in tomorrow. They sat on his worn leather couch and once his hands had been guided properly, the pair of them 
held the first letter so Custos could do his strange work. 


‘Ready? . 
‘Let's do this" 
Apni 19, 1998 


hgo, 


The new album has finally dropped | know, | know. Stupid name, right? Well, weve always come up with stupid 
names. That's what we do. Anyway, Markus and Andi came up with the title of this one. It came about as stupidly 
as you might think. We've still got fans trying to give us pumpkin food! It was a pumpkin pie this time, which isnt 
too bad but.. Honestly, Im kind of sick of it. | don’t ike pumpkin food too much, but you never want to break a 
fans heart, you know? Anyway, we were talking about all this that we get and then Markus and Andi pipe up. ‘Well, 
its better than eating raw pumpkin'' Ja, they really said that! Gross but fumy. 

Anyway, thats how the title came about. And then | remembered that Schtroumpf cartoon for kids. You 
remember them, right? The little blue creatures who had to get away from the guy who wanted to eat them 
Well, | thought of that and changed it a little. Instead of the little blue creatures, its pumpkins in the pot and 
instead of that guy, its a sexy witch, hehehe! Ja, | liked the Schtroumpf. We all were kids once too. 


We're on four again. You should be getting a copy of the album soon now. Listen fo the seventh and eighth tracks 
last, okay? The seventh is.knd of how | felt a few years ago when things weren't so sure. The eighth is kind of how 
/ see us You, me and Markus getting back what we had Talk fo you again soon 


--Weiki 


The letter of the present fell away in the midst of laughter. When they calmed down a bit, Custos caught his 
breath enough to ask. 


"Whats a..Schtroumpf?" 


‘ts a cute little cartoon for kids MI see if | can show you sometime. | think the Americans call them Smurfs:" Ingo 
chuckled again He'd already been in secondary school by the time those silly little cartoons had come out, but he 
admitted to himself that they were in fact, kind of cute. 

They proceeded to the second letter. 


dily 17, 1998 


hgo, 


Ím late again. | know. We had a new album to finish. The title's kind of silly but it works. | almost laughed. | cant 
laugh like | used to. It's.hard. Like | feel as if | dont know how to laugh like before. Before, when youd say something 
in your 'hgo' way. Or when you cracked up at that show, Hell on Wheels Remember that? I didn't bust the skeleton 
as | thought | would You still laughed and kept perfect time. Well, it was a slower song but stil You did Ive tried 
sitting where you sat.. used fo sit.. It feels weird to me. The sticks feel heavy. It's lke Im swinging two huge 
hammers. Im a guitarist by nature. | don't think | could do what you did. what you do. Did. Do. 

Roland bought your kit last week | dont know how he did it; meeting your brother with a straight face. | couldnt do 
it. | have to hide in the bathroom cos my eyes hurt. He has it at the studio. Its still beautiful, Ingo. Is untouched 
trom the last time you sat there. Completely untouched, unchanged 


Things are starting to go downhill, Ingo. Im trying to hold on Roland and Uli are starting to say things. | heard them 
backstage a few times already. Maybe its just the stress of the tour and all that. We did have a breakdown on 


the bus before a show. I think this tour has everyone high strung 
Anyway, Hl come back again See you.. later. 


--Weiki and Markus 


The letters final sentences were harder to read, blotched and smeared as they were with old tear stains and 
fingerprints. Ingo shuddered. 


"He took it that hard?" 


"He did. Id heard, before..you know. Before | came here, that since then, the Weikath wore nothing but black 


Markus ended up with his arms covered in ink." 
‘Mein Gott." 


"Shall we move to the next album?" 


‘Are you sure?" Ingo frowned, noting a faint sheen of sweat on his companions brow. 
"Mm-hmm. | can handle one or two more tonight. Just drum lke hell for me tomorrow, okay?" 
"You've got if." 


The discs switched out as Better Than Raw came to a close. Somehow, with the opening of The Dark Ride, Ingo felt 
a small sense of foreboding Although his head had been pretty quiet, a whisper made it out into his mind. It was a 
taunting whisper, one that took him a second fo shake off. 

No. Helloween was not falling apart 


"hgo?" 
"Huh? Oh, Im okay. You ready?" 


Custos nodded and the two began fo read once more. The letters had piled up a little over time. h part, it had 
been intentional by both of them - they had come to enjoy a good few hours reading together. Ingo read aloud 
whist Custos worked his way and collected memories from two divergent timelines. 


December IZ, 2000 


hgo, 


Here's another album. Im not sure how youll ike this one. Its not the best. Okay, | will say it. | don’t like it. The 
entire thing is contrived No one asked me anything on it. | stood alone and no one heard me. Markus tried - he 
always does. He's the perfect mediator but | think even he was strained this time. The production was on our backs 
Ike you wouldnt beleve. This isn’t us, Ingo. This isn’t the Helloween we knew. Its all dark 

And apparently | cant play. | cant take if, Ingo. Roland and Uli are too much, It's gotten out of hand but my hands 
are tied Wewe got a four to get through and then.. Then what? | feel lke it's either them or me. Maybe the 
stress is getting to me, | don't know. Im close to the brink, Ingo. | wont stay where Im not wanted | might talk with 
Andi about it. | think Im getting reminded of 1193. Except this time, there's nobody sick - they're just being dicks 


Bah. Enough of that. | sent some extra things to you. Read them. | hope youll sign them. It! put you back on with 
us officially, whether or not you four. And we'll share the name Helloween | dont want it getting flung off fo some 
suit who doesn’t know who the fuck we are. You. Me. Markus. And Andi Look it over and fell me what you think 
about all of this, ok? 

Before | go.. Ingo, Im really proud of you. You've been sounding better and your drumming is powerful once more. 


Your last demo kicked my ass fo the floor! 


Always a pumpkin, 
--Weiki 


Ingo shuddered And then he growled 


‘Mmm?" Custos drowsily responded. 


‘lm going to get a pen Lis - " Ingo stared at his companion. Custos looked like he was about to fall asleep in a 
matter of seconds. Or pass out, whichever came first. The drummer gently pulled the dream-walker's hands down 


and managed to keep the two time-split letters intact, separate. 
"You awake?" Ingo gave a nudge. 
"Mm-hmm," Custos blinked and straightened up a little, to show he was listening 


"Why don't you have a sleep? Ive got fo give Weki a piece of my mind. | can read the next letter myself now 
that you've split it for me, okay? You look done in" 


Custos gave a silent, weary nod. Hs dark skin had taken a faint greyish tone and his eyes bore dull rings around 
them. Ingo frowned - his oneironaut housemate wasn't just reading letters and letting them explore a timeline that 
now, never was. The battle was still ongoing inside their heads. Before he could properly stand on his own two feet, 
the drummer was up and carrying Custos himself. Typically, he knew the dream-walker would put up a fight, 
squirming out of his grasp. Such independence had, he reflected, begun fo wane over the last several months. It was 
as if Custos was getting swiftly older, trailer than usual. Then again, he wasn’t usual’ by any means. Nor was the 
link that bound these two anything ‘usual: 

Ingo's mind began to turn Once Custos was settled - already out Ike a light - the drummer returned fo the living 
room. He fetched the paperwork Weiki had mentioned in his letter, several pens and began to read 


And think 


Dream Five 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 28: Dream Five 


"Get up and start to see now 

Give it a try and learn how 

To leave behind the wasteland 
Have no fear, I'm taking your hand." 


--Helloween; Live Now! 


„but dont you dare walk away now. Not after everything you've done. Everything we've done. If you do, I will turn 
your ass into my next drum head! You got me. Now Ive got you. Why dont you come over and fell me about this 
new guitarist of yours. What's his name, Sashi? Toshi? Well, whatever. Come visit 


By the way, your new album is crazy. | lke the toy rabbit on it, hahaha! 


--hgo 


Michael Weikath sat in the passenger seat of Andis car, running the words of hgo's letter through his mind again 
Behind him sat Markus and two others: The guitarist, Sascha Gerstner and a new face. Weiki smiled a little, thinking 
of how it might be to have two drummers Even if only one of them could tour, having them both was the only 


option in his mind. 
‘So what did Ingo say, Weiki?" Markus chimed in 


‘Here, you can read if," Weki carefully passed the letter back to his bandmate. Markus grinned and read the 


message quietly. 


'So...this Ingo. What's he like? And, um, are you sure you'd want me on if you've got him? | mean.." Dani L?ble 
asked He sat between Sascha and Markus, glancing at the younger guitarist occasionally, 


‘Of course | want both of you Dani, do you know why | want both?" 


‘Erm.not entirely?" Was Weikath serious? Or pulling his leg? Or was the man simply mad? Two drummers had 
never been done in a band for long periods. Much less in a metal group. 


Weiki sighed a little. This felt lke a complete coin flip. How would Dani respond? Would he be disgusted? Would the 
man show fear at the idea of being near someone most in society considered ‘ll? There was only one way to find 
ouf. 


"Well. Ingo is our original drummer. But years ago, we discovered that he was born with a sickness. He was born 
with schizophrenia, and it messed his mind up. Touring.and fear.. and mistakes from all of us.. We almost lost him 
because of that. | was scared. | didnt know what to do, but | wanted him to get the right help." 


"Youre not a doctor though," Dani cut in 


"Youre night. Im not. So affer a phone call from hell, we had to let him go so he could get that help. Stuff went 
downhill and he almost." Weiki guiped "he tried fo..you know. At a train station" 


He didnt have to say it Dani understood The drummer shivered 
"He survived?" 


‘Ja, he was rescued And he was able to get that help. He's been getting better ever since. So about a year later, 
we took him back as a session drummer. He drums with us, but | dont know if he's ready to tour yet." 


‘So if he can't tour, you got me." 
‘Ja And we get two drummers to record on albums." 


"Damn." Dani played with the idea in his head Two permanent drummers. The sound wasn't too hard to imagine if 
he and this Ingo fellow could work in tandem. If he was honest, the idea sounded amazing. 


‘Ingo's night, Weiki," Markus finally spoke again, finishing the letter. 

"That my ass will become his next drum head if | left?" 

‘Ja. And Id turn th rest of you into my bass strings," Markus laughed with his mate. Although it was mostly a joke, 
there was that serious little undertone - Asses would indeed be soundly kicked half across Germany if any of the 
founding Pumpkins up and left 

"k this it?" Andi Deris asked as he stopped the car. 

"This is it, You want fo come?" 

‘Sure. | want to meet Ingo too. Sascha, you coming?" 

"Mm-hmm" Sascha answered, climbing out of the vehicle after the others. Absently, he traced a finger over the 
faint mark on the inside of his wrist. Just last night, the man had had a dream he couldnt stop thinking of A 


surreal dream, something that niggled at the back of his mind It was the kind of dream that made him examine his 


instinct to leap at the chance to join Helloween 


it felt right, somehow. Like it had been predestined, if he believed in such a thing 


Snapping himself back to the present, Sascha heard Weiki knock on Ingo’s door. He stepped into the modest house 
after his mates. 


we 
They dreamed 


The day had turned out far better than expected Dani and Ingo seemed fo instantly bond over drumming Sascha 
let Ingo laugh as the guitarist tried - and failed - fo drum with any skill at all Ih turn, Ingo howled with laughter 
after failing dismally to handle a guitar. 


‘Oh, my poor guitar! My poor, poor guitar, | am so sorry! Never will he touch you again!" Weiki wailed in mock grief. 


‘Blah, blah, blah, Weikil You keep your cooties off of my drums! Nyah" The two founding boys of Helloween teased 
each other with an ease that handnt been felt in years. It hadnt been too long before the entire group was playing 
long into the night. Music filled that little house and when Ingo had stolen quick glances at a phial near his kit, he 
smiled like a child at a sweet shop. 

That litte phal filed with its luminescent liquid 

As that day rolled on, the vibrant shimmer within grew until Sascha had mistaken it for a funny light bulb, 


h the quiet of the night, now that the others had departed, Ingo dreamed 
They all dreamed 
we 


Sascha saw them. h a kind of split mirror, he saw them all He saw the train. The figures in their monastic robes 
The doorway. The grave and the silver cords And he wasn't afraid. He wanted to pull one of those cords, to tie it 


around himself, to keep this timeline intact 
"| didnt want to leave Helloween then. | dont want to leave now." 


Melodies whirled around him. Harmonies rose up like geysers. Laughter echoed somewhere far away. Sascha heard a 
fading echo of tears, of a great roaring howl. He shied away from the sound and moved foward the laughter. He 
wanted to keep the laughter. 


~v 


Andi Deris sighed in his sleep. It had been the right move, to join in 1994 But he hadnt counted on the wild ride that 
came with it He hadn't expected to hear Weiki make a sound like that - that blood-chilling roar. He hadn't counted 


on seeing two possibilities come into a loop. A funeral that he attended, now never happened at all A train that hit 
its mark and one that failed in the face of the unusual 


"God? Is that God?" 

‘Not entirely." 

"Something was wrong." 
"Very wrong." 

"And now its getting fixed?" 
"Yes." 

"No one died?" 

"No one died" 


The whispering echo left him reliving the day, lost in music and laughter. Perfectly, happily lost in a world where 
things grew back 


wv 


"He's amazing. Oh, God, to work with him. Him. The original fucking thunder-maker. | cant turn this down. | don't 


want to turn this down." 


Roaring applause greeted him. He saw himself on stage, standing beside this big-haired, younger-looking guy. They had 
smiles on their faces, basking in the sound. This was what should be. 


eo 
"Weiki?" 

‘Ingo! Wait, am | in your head? Or are you in my head?" 
"I think its both: You put that contraption on, didn’t you?" 


"Ja. L.couldn’t help it. Today was freakin’ amazing. You look so damn good You sound lke you did back in the 
eighties." 


"Heh." Ingo blushed. The two stood in a formless nowhere with phantom buildings in the distance. 


"Do you think maybe..um.. s 


‘Can we try touring together again?" The two laughed, speaking simultaneously. Their words tangled 
"I think so. Start small, just here in Hamburg, to see how things go, ja?" 
"That's smart. L.want to tour so bad but, um.." 


"F you think Im letting you go again, dream on. Not happening. HI turn your hair into my guitar strings if you think 
that again." 


‘So you got my threat of turning you into my drum head." 
"Mm-hmm. And now Im threatening the same, Mr. Smile." 


They walked together in their nowhere, watching as it formed around them, building itself for them alone. It wasnt 
long until Markus joined them and their world became larger. 


ee 2 
"Kai?" 
"Michi?" 


"What the.." The two musicians stared at one another, surrounded by a mash-up of two sections in Hamburg. At 
first, they backed away, shaking their heads. 


"Wait. We're dreaming" 

"Youre asleep too?" 

‘Ja. So, um.how is.everything™" Kiske hesitantly asked 
‘Um. It's okay. | mean, Gamma Ray's doing well" 

"I heard you.kind of made some racket a while ago." 
Oh... Right. | was mad. Scared" 

"You know though, right?" 

"Know what?" 


"The drummer is alive," a third voice joined in. Kai and Kiske turned around, staring at a short figure concealed in a 


robe. That figure however, didnt stand as straight as the other two. 


Kai paled 

"Wait. Why do | think | know you?" 

‘Because you do. You asked me fo stop death, did you not?" 
Now it was Kiske's turn to blanch 

"Oh, God So its all true." 

"You've been dreaming, havent your" 


Both men sounded the affirmative. Rapid German flew between Kai and Kiske until their eyes caught the figure's 
solidity seeming to fade. 


"Where are you going?" 

"Time's almost up. Why don't you get in touch with your compatriots?" 

The figure was gone in a stream of shadowy mist before either musician could take a step forward 

wie 

They woke at about the same time the following morning Phone calls buzzed between them like a hive of 
desperate bees. Electronic mail flew across the wires at an increasingly feverish speed Conversations between two 
became exchanges between three, then four, then eight. Plane tickets exchanged hands and flights seemed to go 
everywhere. 

h the midst of the chaos, albums were finished and tours were planned 


Rumours started up and flew. 


And somehow, the wildest rumours failed fo do justice to this new anticipation that had begun to build 


Pumpkins United 


Letters to the Dead 
Chapter 29: Pumpkins United 
'h a house up the hill 

Lays a boy, he's sleeping still 
And the time's creeping by 


‘Til the world prepares to die." 
--Helloween; Light the Universe 


Markus didn't come out of the loo for a full half-hour. Leaning on the locked door, Michael Weikath and Kai Hansen 
stood together, torn between laughing and howling with tears 


"You coming out?" Wetki asked for the ninth tme. 
‘Mmm-hmm. Hs just." 

"Ja. We know. Cmon out, Maggl" Kai responded 

Finally, the door unlocked and opened, revealng the bassists face. Hs was as tear-streaked as his bandmates; yet 
each man had a smile that threatened to spit their faces in two. To a man, their minds went back to their darkest 
days. The fights. The desertion. The one thing that almost happened that none of them could say out loud 

"Weiki Im sorry." 

"Markus, Im sorry." 

‘Ka, Im sorry." 

All of their voices tangled with one another as they spoke smultaneously. They silenced And then they laughed 
"Why not start again?" Weiki asked 

This tme they said no words They simply embraced one another in silence, not noticing the tears that streamed 
down their faces. No one spoke or objected as Sascha, Kiske, Dani and Andi joined them. Minutes passed in the quiet 


cluster of embracing men and saw the silence broken by whispers from the new additions 


"Thanks for keeping me on, Wekki" 


"l cant wait to drum with Ingo. | won't let you down" 

"I got my dream concert." 

"Can we stick together like this after the four?" 

English faded into German. Another voice broke through their whispered affirmations. 

‘ts almost time to go on, boys," Kosta Zafiriou smiled at them. On the outside yet in, the manager silently 
promised himself to plan out the coming shows with nothing less than perfection And besides, Ingo was waiting for 
them. 

wie 

The stage was set. A pair of jagged pumpkins surrounded two drum kits and the stage they sat on seemed much 
larger than the usual size. Although the audience was already trickling in, Ingo remained backstage with an unusual 
companion His companion was normally short but seemed shorter due fo the slight stoop in his posture. He stood 
Ike an ancient, old man; hands so wizened and bony they appeared they'd break at the slightest touch 
‘Custos..you should be at home," Ingo frowned 

‘Not tonight." 

‘ts that time already?" 

"I is. | dont regret if. Youll have your freedom back." 

‘And you?" 

"Bah. Dont fret. Just say my name once in a while. My real name." 

"You never did tell me what your second name was." 

‘Of course not! | wasn't sure at the time this crazy thing would've worked It did So let me fell you," Custos’ voice 
was as clear as ever but held a note of exhaustion even he couldn't mask He'd taken on the drummer's pain and 
the drummer's age. He'd been the picture for his Dorian Gray. Ingo leaned down to let his partner whisper into the 
drummer's ear. 

"Okay. Can | tell Weiki?" 


"After." 


"After what?" 


"Youll know. Have you got the letter box?" 


Ingo just laughed. Custos knew the answer - the thing never left the drummer's presence even if it remained 
locked up tight. With a smile still on his face, he guided his companion to a seat near his kit on stage. Custos sat 
with an audible sigh and an air of expectation Something was coming - he'd prepared for it long ago but it didn't 
stop the thrill of anticipation 

Tonight was likely to be his last night on the planet called Earth 


Tonight, Custos didnt care that Death was angry. 
wn 


The crowd was electric. The stadium had been the only choice to hold the throng that had come to this show. 
Thousands filled the seats and even more surrounded the stadium grounds. Above the stage hung four massive 
monitors to allow everyone a good look at Helloween. h the future, reports of the sheer numbers here would be 
called a record - one many doubted could be beaten Police from three countries had agreed fo converge and 
maintain a safe environment for the crowds 

Strung across the massive stage was a deep scarlet banner emblazoned in gold 


Helloween: Pumpkins United 


The rumble of chatter died down instantly as the stadium's lights extinguished, turning into a silence one could cut 
with a knife. For a full minute, that silence reigned until, with a roar, the light came back up and illuminated eight 
men, shadowing them in an impressive silhouette. 

h the second row, Sven Warnke smiled A tear slid from one eye as he caught sight of not one, but two full drum 
kits. 


Although the layout of the stage was similar to the plan Helloween had used for years, this year marked a 
difference. A change. Near the front of the stage stood what looked like a low altar. At its base, a plain wooden 
box sat. Beside it, a phial stood filled with some blue substance that gave off a kind of phosphorescent glow. It was 
however, small enough that it was lost in the greater stage lights to the untrained eye. 

Not a word was said between them who were called Helloween. They nodded to each other and dropped straight 


into song 


Lights danced, clouds of stage smoke filled the air. The crowd roared with a sound the world had never heard 
before. And in the din, a shape in the smoke began to form. The audience took it for no more than a clever stage 
effect, engineered by some mad genius behind the scenes. 

Tunes shifted The shape sharpened with each progressing note. Although he never faltered in his drumming, Ingo 
turned his head to his companion, seated between himself and Dani The drummer frowned as Custos rose to his 
feet. He didn’t like it, but he had to accept it 

The two nodded to one another. 

Custos circled round to the front of the stage, ancient yet resplendent in his blue. Around his neck shone a wide 
necklace that resembled some medieval collar of state. It glittered in gold as Markus and Weiki stepped aside. They 


turned their backs to the audience, making as if fo switch places as was custom. They stared at Ingo. Ingo stared 
back 
Mission Motherland abruptly concluded as Custos settled himself to lie upon the low altar. 


"The bill comes due," a new voice rattled, cutting through the air on the tail echo of the final note. 


The shape rested amid the stage smoke pale and skeletal. Bleached-white and for a moment, its anger rolled over 


the area That anger was met with a defiant, resounding cry. 


"Be gone!" Weiki didn’t quite know where the words came from. Just that they came out of his mouth with a tury 
he hadn't felt before. A shiver slithered down his spine. He almost-smiled as the rest of Helloween moved to flank 
him on both sides. Ingo broke away and snatched up the phial at the foot of the altar. 


"You cant hurt them," the drummer roared 


The others‘ voices raised in support, in a clamour of noise. Below, the crowds rumbled - was this part of the 
show? What was going down? Near the front, the rumblings intensified as a small group rose. They were barred 
from the stage by the security feam for only a moment - one swift look from Weiki let them through. He 
recognised Genetrix’s slender hand 

Up on stage, words faded off into whispers. 


"Weikj, who are these people?" 

‘go, what's going on?" 

1 dont get it, Sascha." 

"Wait. Listen. Look" 

‘Okay. You trust them?" 

" Ja. " 

The figures surrounded the altar. Silently, Ingo offered the luminescent phil. Here, Weiki and the others formed a 
Kind of second ring around their new companions. No one in the crowd could see the altar or what was proceeding 
there. The masses fell uneasily silent, listening to rolling, monastic whispers. Above, the deathly-white figure rumbled 
once more but that sound eased off into a kind of contented, appeased sigh 

A sound like a great string snapping in two rent through the air. 

Helloween moved back to their places. Ingo picked up the box, cracking a smile as another box seemed to come 
from it. Solidity faltered and one split into two. He could keep his treasures. 

And the world could have a copy. 


Once again, Helloween dropped into song without a word They wept. They smiled They laughed They sang. They 


roared, and with them, the crowds joined in. Now wasn't the time for words. Now, as Keeper of the Seven Keys 
somehow segued flawlessly into Eagle Fly Free, then Pumpkins United, the music changed itself: It changed the 
environment. The stage became a glittering floor that contained stars, nebulae and whorls of light-with-shadow. 
The figure above lost its menace and became something hauntingly beautiful, something that could be described as 
pure. Skeletal hands transmuted into gentle things. The cloak of what was Death shimmered with a colour all its 
own, as if something had been renewed in it. As if it was no longer some stark, cold thing to be feared reviled 
Around the altar, the figures in their robes chanted, somehow deepening the power of the songs they heard. Hands 
raised high and trom them, light shot forth. It rained upon the stage and spread to the crowds 


Fear was slain Doubt was obliterated Here and now, every man, woman, child and being in-between was united. It 
was, as many would later recall, a religous experience. Some cried out a Hail Mary. Others screamed Ave Luciferi 
Still others rang out with Hare Krishna, Praise Amaterasu, Gloria in Excelsis Deo, He Pele, and everything in 
between 


Somewhere, tangled in the cacophony of sound, other words joined fhem. 
Hail Ingo. Hail Weiki Hail Markus. Hail Michi. Hail Dani. Hail Sascha. Hail Kai Hail Andi Hail the Pumpkins 


Many disputed hearing such words, outwardly citing utter foolishness. Perhaps some inebriated fans had gotten too 
caught up in the moment. However, secretly, the thought that swept up the fans was different. Very different. 
The music rose into crescendo. The light brightened. Colours danced about of their own volition, like some sky-god 
had spilled sacred paint into the wind The crowd was blinded by the brilliance, yet as much as it had risen up 
slowly like a procession, the brightness, the colours, the wave of noise vanished. The contrast was startling, plunging 
the area into total darkness and silence. 


The concert ended 


There was no sign that Helloween had ever been there, save for a plain wooden box sitting on an empty stage. 


Epilogue 


Author's Notes: 
| dedicate this entire work and especially "Time Line H-27" to Ingo Schwichtenberg and all of Helloween 


Letters to the Dead 
Epilogue: Somnio 


"Beware, beware 

Somethings in the air 

The Halloween monsters arise 

The pieces brought back from the Book of the Dead 
By Doctor Stein brought back to Life!" 

--Helloween; Pumpkins United 


They peered together in their scrying pools. The universe around them had changed dramatically in some, subtly in 
others. Overall, the changes were deemed good ones. Ones that were necessary. Genetrix peeked surreptitiously at 
her companions. The number of pools had grown and she smiled as her mentor wended his way through, glancing at 
individual pools and whispering to himself. 


"Valem. All is well?" 

‘All is well. So very, very well” 

She returned her gaze to Time Line A-38 And she was pleased 

Valem stopped to observe Time Line C-I48, then moved on to a pair of others: D-5b, M-84 and finally, H-29 
e? 


Time Line A-38 felt a gentle ripple of the changes that had taken place. Here, the name Helloween had taken on a 
different form. 


Germany woke to a peaceful sunrise and the populace went about its day. Ih a market, Ingo Schwichtenberg sold 
street-food confections, smiling at tourists and Hamburg residents alike. It was a hard job, but one he did with pride. 


As the day progressed, his smiles became more animated more ively 


‘Hallo! Weikath, right?" 


"Mm-hmm," the brown-haired man replied 

"The usual, as always. Oh, and the coffee is on me." 

"You sure?" 

"OF course." 

‘Meet up later? Ive got some new cartoons." 

The two laughed and Ingo watched Michael Weikath walk away happily munching a sweet breakfast criossant 

h another part of the city, Kai Hansen and Markus Grosskopf sat on a library couch with their heads together, 
noses buried in a book about voice acting They didn’t depart until a pager buzzed Eventually, the two wandered to 
the markets to find Ingo and Weikath waiting for them. And together, the four weaved through the crowds. 

"You have a new character? Lets see then!" Kai demanded excitedly, 

‘Lets reveal that when we meet the potential voice for him, ja?" Markus responded 

Viglem smiled, letting Ingo's laughter fade behind him as he moved to another scrying pool D-56 and M-84 were 


similarly mild - each man had done well for himself and a friendshp had blossomed, though the name ‘Helloween’ in 


this universe was never uttered into existence. 
Now he came to C-/48 
This one had been the worst to repair.. 


‘Kai, Im not sure how Weiki will fake that. It may be ZOI7, but." Markus frowned as he held a cellular phone to his 


ear. 


"Just let me talk to him? I think.. | think we all have to get some things off of our heads," Kais voice took on a 
fone Markus couldn't quite pin down. It wasnt desperate, but there was this undercurrent that suggested a meetup 
was needed Not just wanted 

"Who's that?" Markus jumped. Weiki had sipped into the studio room without a sound. 

‘Its Kai" 

"What's he want?" The guitarists voice took on a neutral fone. At that, Markus passed his phone to Weiki 


"Weiki, its Kai Listen, um.. Ive been talking with Michi And there's something | want fo ask you.." 


The conversation turned into an impromptu ‘group chat’ as And, Dani and Sascha joined in It was only days after 
that conversation ended that the seven of them met up in Hamburg 


They soon sat around a table in a dimly lit corner of a well-loved pub. With no crowds around to worry about 
eavesdropping on them, the men spoke freely fo one another. Tears were shed, followed by laughter. 


tf we don't do anything as Helloween again, well. Were idots Pure idots, Michi" 
"No, youre right: Hs just.What about." 

‘Let me take care of that, okay? L really want to do this part 

‘Can | help?" 

'OF course. Maybe we all can do this part Make it really shine, you know?" 
‘Definitely. And.lm sorry. For all the shit | said” 

s okay. Want to stick together after all of this?" 

"Wed be stupid not to." 


The images faded, then swirled about, changing before Viglem's eyes. He watched Pumpkins United in its fullest, able 
fo see things the crowds never could He smiled at how well the arrangements had gone and found himself unable 
fo leave that scrying pool until well after the tour itself. Until well info old age for the guys of Helloween, He 
witnessed them grow old and when the time had come, the group had agreed on one burial: They were all interred 
together, surrounding Ingo Schwichtenberg's resting place. For the locals of Hamburg, that mausoleum became known 
as Kürbis Himmel, 


This tomb became the most honoured one in all of Waldfriedholf Volksdorf 


Viglem moved on to H-29 with a tearful smile on his face. Beside it lay a kind of crystallised casket; its occupant 
obscured by a bluish fog. It hadn't been easy, making that move, but the Stratosian knew it had been right. 


Here was the finest of all the Stratosians had wrought. It was a time centuries on, a time when the name 
Helloween had become truly legend. h many nations, they were among the ranks of Beethoven, Tchaikovsky, Haydn 
Their work was studied in prestigious schools across Europe. hh other lands though, their legend had taken on another 
Tone. 

The group had seen a success met by so few that it was reckoned their league was something else. That night of 
the Pumpkins United tour had done something - no one had found the band affer that, but no one had figured 
theyd died 


Affer that particular show, the plain box left behind had been seized A near-holy site had been built around it and 
it soon came to pass that pilgrimages were made here. The letters inside the box were read, copied and spread 
across the world Devotees who called themselves Keepers of the Keys guarded this place, protecting it from 
vandals or from truly grievous damage. Other devotees called themselves Pumpkinheads and it was these that 
made pilgrimages fo this place. They wrote letters of their own and left them here. 


Some said they found replies fo their words, stories exchanged Memories made. Offerings left to a group that no 
one considered living or dead 

And there were those among these groups who held an unspoken, silent agreement that Helloween had become 
gods. 


Affer that particular show, a group had emerged as if in their stead. They dressed in long robes and never showed 
their faces, but they performed at Helloweer’s pace. They released albums like clockwork and each one surpassed 
the one before it 

Centuries rolled by and somehow, this group of robed men who never revealed their faces continued Some 
suggested that the group's lineup regularly changes. 

Others dismissed such a notion, citing each member's height had remained the same. Each member's instruments 
remained the same. 


As technology advanced, so too did this group of hooded men They booked shows on Earth and soon, beyond the 
planet. They travelled among the stars, spreading music that many claimed, did miraculous things. Things like healing 
the sick, rescuing lost minds from suicide or even, raising the dead There weren't rumours of these musicians ever 
dying. Time marched on and so did they, wandering wherever their music took them, 

Like any traveller though, they dd return home. Their places were always together: A house in Tenerife with its 
secret room behind a recording wall was linked with another house in Hamburg. A secret place had been built there 
foo and in that room lay a set of thin, iridescent collars: Transport devices to take them wherever they wanted 
fo go. It was only when they wore these devices, when they were together, away from the prying eyes of the 
galaxy, that they spoke each other's names 


"You perfected it. Took you long enough, Weikath" 

"l worked on these alone, Kai You galactic idiot" 

‘Just put them on, you two," Andi admonished 

‘Don't want to be the late one again, now do you?" 

‘Ingo, shut up, you frizz-haired Chia pet!" 

"You shut up, you..you.." 

"Hal Can't even think up a good comeback, can he, Maggl?" 

Devices clicked around their necks even as a friendly tussle began Laughter echoed out as they faded, ready to go 
fo their next gig 


They had their first show on Alpha Centauri b tonight. 


And they planned on a show to rock the universe. 


